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It is the purpose of this dissertation to trace the reputation 
of John Dryden in the period included from 1895 to 1956 , a period 
which is marked on the one hand by the completion of the publication 
of George Saintsbury's recension of Sir Walter Scott's edition of 
Dryden's works, and on the other by the appearance of the first 
volume of the new critical edition The Works of John Dryden , under 
the general editorship of the late Edward Niles Hooker and H. T. 
Swedenberg, Jr . I have not been rigid, however, about the terminus 
a guo , for a discussion of modern biographical studies must inevit-
ably take as starting point Saintsbury's Dryden, which appeared in 
1881, although it need not go back to the biographies of Scott or 
Edmund Malone. Similarly, in the study of the reputation of Dryden's 
poetry, the best point of departure is James Russell Lowell's essay 
on Dryden first published in 1870 . And throughout the dissertation 
I have referred to the important views of major earlier critics, such 
as Johnson, Macaulay and Scott, in order to relate opinions within 
the period discussed to the main lines of the earlier tradition. Dr. 
Johnson and, to a lesser extent Lord Macaulay, are very much alive as 
forces in the modern traditions . 
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The study of the reputation of a poet with the scholars and critics 
of later ages is an instructive exercise . It constantly casts light on 
the critical values, assumptions, and methods of the various writers 
who have dealt with that poet. In the case of John Dryden we have a 
poet who suffered partial eclipse in the late eighteenth century and the 
nineteenth, after a period in which he was held in high regard. In the 
period on which the present dissertation focuses Dryden is rehabilitated 
by new scholarly interest and a major shift in critical values and 
methods, following a few anticipatory appreciations by Victorian im·· 
pressionistic critics . As I intend to show, this rehabilitation is 
not merely the result of a change in taste, and not even merely the 
consequence of the repudiation of the nineteenth century by the twentieth, 
but rests on careful research and on critical methods that are sounder 
than impressionistic criticism because of closer attention to the works 
under discussion . 
Literary criticism itself, considered historically, forms a 
continuum, a tradition that is never static , which is the result of a. 
dynamic relationship between the works and their subsequent readers. 
Bertrand H. Bronson has suggested the relationship betwe en a literary 
artist and his successive interpreters in these terms : 
In a sense so deep as to give most of its meaning to the study of literary 
history, a great writer is defined not only by hi ·s own works but also by 
what posterity makes of him . What he has meant to the generations between 
his own and ours is an essential part of what he comes to mean to us. 
After his death there springs up an eidolon of an author, and it is of 
this everchanging surrogate, not of the original, that we inevitably form 
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our judgments, and that by so judging we further change. Every such 
image is an instance of one sort of literary tradition, and, like all 
tradition, a continuity. Let the losses or gains, the changes, re-
versals, or accretions be what they may, there can be no second beginning. 
Every phase of the tradition is an immediate consequence. The original, 
moreoever, is forever inaccessible, and, were it not so, that original 
would still not be the truth. For the truth is always becoming: th1~ 
truth of living tradition neither was, nor is, nor shall be, but exists 
in a continuum.l 
It is with this "everchanging surrogate" that we are concerned :Ln 
this dissertation. If, however, as Mr. Bronson goes on to say, "absolute 
judgments of a literary figure, therefore, can never possess more th<m 
a momentary and private validity, since the eidolon upon which they base 
themselves is never long the same," we ought not to take a completely 
relativistic position with regard to this dynamic process. Without i.n-
volving ourselves in spurious assumptions about the inevitability of 
progress, we may assert a validity for modern criticism as well as fc•r 
recent scholarship at least on the basis of its concern with close read-
ing of the texts of the works themselves. Whatever the future may bx·ing 
in the way of new approaches and new values to the study of Dryden, the 
work of the criticism of the first half of the twentieth century, I 
feel confident, will continue to stand as a major project in the re-
clamation of a major poet from an undeserved decline. 
The main bibliographical aid on which I have relied has been Samuel 
H. Monk's excellent publication, John Dryden: A List of Critical Studies 
Published from 1895 to 1948 (r-1inneapolis, 1950). On the whole, it has 
l"The Double Tradition of Dr. Johnson," ELH, XVIII (June, 1951), 90. 
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proved to be a very useful handlist. Its principles of inclusion are 
broad enough so that very little of importance has been excluded, al·· 
though, inevitab l y, a few significant omissions have come to my notice. 
Professor Monk's work has been supplemented by William R. Keast and 
James M. Osborn in reviews which include addenda to the list. Keast :, 
particularly, takes issue with Monk's principles of inclusion, gener·· 
ally praising the breadth of his coverage but also noting that "only a 
small selection of the works that deal 'briefly or incidentally with 
Dryden in relation to certain aspects of his age' has been listed, in 
contrast to the very large selection of works dealing with Dryden di·· 
rectly; and the reader may be led to expect, from the presence of om: 
such title in the list, to find others in the same category, only to 
be disappointed when he looks for them."2 For the purposes of this 
study, however, many of Keast's additions are so indirect in their re:-
lation to Dryden studies, or so minimally valuable, that I could not 
justify their inclusion in the bibliography of this dissertation. For 
a study of Dryden's critical reputation, rather, the main limitation 
of Monk's list is his failure to include unpublished dissertations, 
although he enters a few dissertation abstracts that have been published. 
I have consulted over forty doctoral dissertations, either as bound 
volumes or on microfilm, in the process of preparing this study, which 
2
"Dryden Studies, 1895-1948," MP, XLVIII (Feb., 1951), 205-210. 
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would be much less thorough had these works been omitted . Some of the 
best critical and scholarly work on Dryden in recent decades has appt~ared 
in dissertations or in articles which are the result of di ssertations . 
Professor Monk's bibliography is topically organized, being divi ded 
into eleven major categories, with some subdivisions, each a separatEl 
a l phabetical list . These divisions correspond roughly, but not exactly, 
to the major divisions of this dissertation . The major disadvantage of 
this or de r is that a number of items are pertinent to more than one 
division of the bibliography; the line between "Biography" and "Genet:al 
Studies 11 is hard to draw, particularly for works written in the late 
nineteenth century or the early tw.entieth. Monk has made an effort t.o 
obviate the weaknesses of this plan of organization by listing cross-
references at the end of each section . It cannot be said that his ct·oss-
references are adequate , however . The "General Studies" need further 
cross entries, and the list of number under 11Heroic Plays" is not as 
inclusive as it should be . A further limitation is Monk's practice of 
marking the more significant items with an asterisk. This is, no doubt, 
his gesture in the direction of making up for the f act that he has not 
annotated any of his entries , but he does not indicate the basis of his 
selections . Inevitably, there are several instances in which I would 
disagree with his use or omission of the asterisk . 
Yet, after I have said all this, I must add a correcttwe wora t 
lest I leave the impression that Honk's bibliography is not a thorough , 
carefully compiled list of Dryden studies . It has been extremely valu-
able in the preparation of this dissertation, which would not, I am sure 
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be so ample in its coverage had Professor Monk not pub.lished his work. 
There have been a few previous studies of Dryden's critical re- . 
putation which are pertinent to this dissertation and to its status as 
an original contribution to knowledge. One group of investigations, 
considered together, form a corpus of literature on the topic of Dryden's 
critical position prior to the twentieth century. Miss Doris A. Russell 
in her dissertation ''Dryden 1 s Relation to His Critics" (Columbia Uni-
versity, 1950) treats the contemporary reputation, dealing largely with 
the attacks on Dryden by his political and literary enemies. A more 
incisive and accessible (but less comprehensive and detailed) study t)f 
the negative aspects of Dryden's contemporary reputation is Hugh 
Macdonald's article, "The Attacks on Dryden, 11 Essays and Studies by 
Members of the English Association , XXI (1936), 41-74. The basis fo 1c 
this article (and for much of Miss Russell's dissertation as well) is 
Macdonald's monumental John Dryden: A Bibliography of Early Editions 
and of Drydeniana (Oxford, 1939). 3 Miss Virginia C. Cubbage has 
written a dissertation on "The Reputation of John Dryden, 1700-1779" 
(Northwestern University, 1944), taking the topic from Dryden's death 
up to and including Dr . Johnson's Lives of the English Poets. 
3The main limitation of this valuable tool is its failure to cite 
locations of the entries. James M. Osborn has supplemented Macdonald! 
with his article, "Macdonald's Bibliography of Dryden: An Annotated 
Check-List of Selected American Libraries," MP, XXXIX (August, 1941), 
69-98, and (Nov., 1941), 197-212. 
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Dryden's reputation in the nineteenth century has been covered in 
two works. The final chapter of Mark Van Doren's book The Poetry of 
John Dryden (1920) is the most readily available account of Dryden's 
critical fortunes, covering both the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
in a limited survey of the main points . It rather neglects, however, 
the criticism of the Victorians . This omission is partially remedied 
by Byron D. Murray in his dissertation "Lowell's Criticism of Dryden 
and Pope" (State University of Iowa, 1945) . Murray fills in the rest 
of the nineteenth-century background, but he does not go into detail be-
yond Lowell's essay of 1870. His attempt to relate Lowell's views to 
modern criticism is very limited in scope and not very profound, being 
informed by the thesis that Lowell anticipates many of the emphases of 
later criticism. 4 
These, then, are the studies which treat the reputation of DrydEm 
in periods prior to the limits of this study. In subsequent chapter~~ 
I have relied on the work of each of these authors to varying extents 
in attempts to relate recent criticism to the major antecedent dis-
cussions . Thus, the present dissertation is complementary to these 
studies, bringing up to date the subject of Dryden's critical reputation. 
There have been two studies of Dryden's modern reputation (apart: 
from a few brief accounts of limited aspects of the subject that may 
4see pp . 162-179. 
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occasionally be found in the literature on Dryden, such as the history 
of Dryden biogra]:)iy in ·James M. Osborn's John Dryden: Some Biographical 
Facts and Problems) . Samuel H. Monk's excellent and suggestive article 
"Dryden ~tudies : A Survey, 1920-1945," ELH , XIV (March, 1947), 46-63, 
is an incisive discussion of some of the main problems and accomplish-
ments in Dryden scholarship and criticism, but it deals with a period 
of only twenty-five years, and within severe limitations of space. 
R. W. Stallman's dissertation ·~ryden in Modern Poetry and 
Criticism" (University of Wisconsin, 1942) is the only work which might 
be considered to encroach upon the scope of the present study. But l1r. 
Stallman's study is quite unlike this one. The most important diffe :c-
ence is that he does not consider the reputation of individual works 
by Dryden. Rather, he merely writes in general of Dryden as a poet, 
comparing his modern critical standing successively with that of Milton, 
Pope, Shelley, and Donne, and then discussing Dryden's relation to 
modern poetry and modern criticism. Much of this material is valuable 
as far as it goes, but it tells only a fraction of the story of Dryde:n' s 
modern reputation. In fact, the most serious shortcoming in Mr . Stall-
man's thesis, it seems to me, is his exclusive definition of "modern 
critics•• and 11modern criticism." He constantly disparages the "scholar-
critics," and he entirely ignores the scholarly worl< on Dryden. His 
focus is almost completely on the relation of Dryden to the new critical 
movement which appeared approximately between 1920 and 1942 (the date 
of his study). One at times gets the impression that Dryden is only a 
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pretext for an excursion into modern criticism. Nowhere is this im-
pression stronger than when one turns from the body of his dissertation 
to his appendices, a series of essays on Eliot, Ransom, Tate, Winters, 
and other "modern critics," with a few "scholar-critics" included foi' 
the sake of disparaging contrast . These appendices bulk larger than 
the text of his dissertation. Mr . Stallman's inquiry has value, and is 
often very instructive, if we except his chapter on Dryden and Pope, 
which seems to be predicated on the assumption that anything said of 
Pope by a modern critic automatically affects the critical position o·f 
Dryden as well.s But with its narrow limits and its unwillingness to 
condescend to the details of the critical status of Dryden's particular 
works, Mr. ~man's dissertation is hardly an adequate account of 
Dryden's modern reputation. 
As a transition between this introductory chapter and the pre-
sentation of the issues of Dryden's reputation, 1895 to 1956, I shall 
give a brief history of the publication of Dryden's works in the period 
under consideration, exclusive of anthologies and "selected works" 
editions. 
The first major effort in Dryden publication to be considered, 
of course, is George Saintsbury's recension of Sir Halter Scott's 1908 
edition of the complete works of Dryden . This eighteen-volume edition 
was begun in 1882 and completed in 1893, and it has been the standard 
Ssee pp. 31-49. I discuss the shallo\iness of this part of his 
thesis in Chapter III . 
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edition of the complete works ever since, in spite of the fact that it 
is no longer an adequate text by modern editorial standards and that 
its notes are no longer current. 
The work which will supercede the Scott-Saintsbury edition is now 
in progress, although the unfortunate death of the senior general 
editor, Edward Niles Hooker, has, apparently, delayed the publication 
of successive volumes since the appearance of the first in 1956. 
Poems 1649-1680 , Volume I of The Works of John Dryden (California, 1956), 
prepared under the general editorship of Edward Niles Hooker and H. T. 
Swedenberg, Jr., with Vinton A. Dearing as Textual Editor, and Frede1cick 
M. Carey, Godfrey Davies, Hugh G. Dick, Samuel H. Monk, and John 
Harrington Smith as Associate Editors, is a handsome book, the product 
of the best traditions of modern scholarship. The textual editing is 
done on conservative, modern principles, the copy text being the first 
printing in all but a few exceptional instances, with a study of the 
descent of the text and a list of variants appended in the notes.6 The 
connnentary notes to the poems are extremely thorough and well-presented. 
It is to be hoped that the completion of this large task will be 
accomplished without undue further delay, thus providing a long over-
due modern critical edition of the works of Dryden. 
6see also H. T. Swedenberg, Jr., "On Editing Dryden's Early Poems," 
Essays Critical and Historical Dedicated to Lily B. Campbell (Berkeley 
and Los Angeles, 1950), pp. 73-84. 
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There have been published some significant editions of segments 
of Dryden's work between the appearance of these two major editions. 
W. P. Ker in 1900 published his bio-volume Essays of John Dryden . It: 
was reprinted in 1926 and has continued to be the standard edition, 
although it is not entirely complete . In 1908 George R. Noyes published 
his Poetical Works of John Dryden , a complete edition of the poetry 
that is not a critical edition, but that is a carefully annotated one:-
volume edition . This work was revised in 1950 with the Introduction 
and Notes brought up to date. The late Guy Montgomery began work on 
a concordance to the 1950 edition of Noyes, but died in 1951, leaving 
some 240,000 annotations for the projected concordance. Two research 
assistants, Mary Jackman and HelenS . Agoa, working with an I . B. M. 
tabulating machine, completed the process of tabulation and published 
Professor Montgomery's work by photolithography. Reviewers have 
criticized the I. B. M. work mainly because variants in spelling are 
mechanically listed as separate items , 7 but the appearance of this 
useful tool has been widely welcomed . In the light of Noyes's revised 
edition and of the appearance in 1956 of the first volume of the 
California Dryden , not to mention the preparation of the concordance 
to Noyes, which was probably in preparation concurrently, it is a 
7see Curt A. Zimansky and Robert A. Edberg, ~. XXXVI (July, 
1958), 323-325 : "At all events, any future work of this sort should 
be a collaboration between a scholar and a technician." 
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little hard to explain the decision of the Clarendon Press to bring .::>ut 
a four-volume edition of Dryden's poems edited by James Kinsley, in 
1958 . There are explanatory notes in the last volume, comparable to 
the notes in Noyes, but it does not pretend to be a critical edition . 
In 1931 and 1932 Montague Summers brought out his attractive but 
unreliable Nonesuch edition of the plays in six volumes. Mr . Summer:; 1 
claims to careful collation of texts have been exposed as fraudulent 
by several reviewers . 8 Worse yet, he has been caught in plagiarism 
from some of the editors whose work he has contemptuously disparaged" 
and from other scholars. 9 His only defense has been to publish cries 
of offended innocence . lO 
Three other areas of Dryden's writings have received editorial 
attention. In 1932 Cyrus L. Day published The Songs of John Dryden, 
an excellent collection of the songs from the plays, including the 
first modern publication of the opera Albion and Albianus complete 
with score. Charles E. Ward brought out The Letters of John Dryden, 
with Letters Addressed to Him, in 1942 . The editors of the California 
8see John Harward, Criterion, XI (April, 1932), 519-523 ( "He prel-
tends to have collated a quarto that does not exist"); E. S. De Beer, 
"Mr . Montague Sunnners and Dryden's Essay of Dramatic Poesy , 11 RES, VIII 
(October, 1932), 453-456; Samuel H. Monk, "Dryden Studies: A Survey, 
1920-1945, 11 p . 56; and "Dryden's Plays Revived," TLS , Feb. r, 1932, 
p. 73 . 
9see De Beer, "Mr . Montague Summers and Dryden 1 s Essay of Dramatic 
Poesy , " pp . 453-456, and WilliamS . Clark, "Mr . Summers's Dryden," Tl~, 
May 12, 1932, p. 351. 
10"Dryden's Essay of Dramatic Poesy," RES , IX (April, 1933), 202-203, 
and "Hr . Suimllers 's Dryden, 11 TLS, May 19, 1932, p . 368. 
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Dryden have decided not to include the letters in their work as a re~1ult 
of Hard 1 s publication of them. And \Hlliam B. Gardner published in 
1951 The Prologues and Epilogues of John Dryden: A Critical Edition. 
His claims to have done a critical edition on modern editorial principles, 
however, have been contradicted . ll 
These publications of limited parts of Dryden Is works testify tCI a 
continuing interest in what Dryden wrote and to a desire to supplement 
the old Scott-Saintsbury edition. With the exception of \-lard's edition 
of the letters, however, they do not obviate in any way the need for 
a new c r itical edition . 
llsee Henry H. Adams, reviewing in ~' XXXI (July, 1952), 267-269, 
and James R. Kinsley in RES , N. S . III (October, 1952), 397-398 . 
CHAPTER II 
BIOGRAPHICAL STUDIES 
The fundamental paradox of Dryden biographical studies pub-
lished between 1895 and 1956 is that although a revolution has 
occurred in the basic interpretation of Dryden's life, and al-
though important researches have unearthed a significant body of 
new material about the poet, no major biography has been written 
for three-quarters of a century. This lack is even more surpris-
ing in the light of the fact that since its publication in 1940, 
the would-be author of the definitive biography of Dryden has had 
available the very useful and thorough book by James M. Osborn, 
John Dryden: Some Biographical Facts and Problems . Mr. Osborn has 
offered his invaluable researches, with a detailed assessment of 
the major earlier biographers from Thomas Birch to George Saintsbury 
and a series of "collateral investigations ~' into various special 
problems, providing "Dryden's next biographer," as he puts it in his 
Preface, with the results of his "attempt to do a little of the pre-
liminary digging for him." 
- 14 -
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Mr. Osborn's book is no less valuable to this writer, for in the 
chapters devoted to Dryden's major biographers, Thomas Birch, Samuel 
Derrick, Samuel Johnson, Edmond Malone, and Sir Walter Scott, there 
is a ~-1ealth of material, carefully evaluated, tracing the growth of 
knowledge about Dryden's life and weighing interpretations of the con-
troversial issues that have haunted the Dryden biography since the 
1 poet's own day. It \-lill be the purpose of this chapter, then, tore-
assess and bring up to date the treatment given by Osborn to "the 
Last Hundred Years," particularly from George S aintsbury 's Dryden d·mm 
to the present time. Before that can be done, however, we must trace 
the fortunes of Dryden ' s personal reputation in a rapid survey, focus-
sing on the crucial issues as they developed do\-ln to the present day. 
The maligning tradition in Dryden biography goes back to the 
poet's own lifetime, with its scurrilous diatribes, personal pamphlet 
wars, and satiric skirmishes centering on Dryden's public and privat•:l 
life, and arising from personal, literary, religious, and political 
1In marked contrast to Osborn's book is the Reverend Lucian T. 
Casey's unpublished dissertation, "The Biographies and Biographers of 
John Dryden," \-lhich, though it was submitted to Niagara University in 
1944, barely acknowledges the existence of Osborn's study. This wor:k 
is a badly written, mechanically organized, unimaginative, and criti-
cally naive discussion, full of blunders like his disparagement of 
Saintsbury's Dryden for being less comprehensive than Scott's because 
it occupies fewer pages, or, worse yet, his patronizing of Saints-
bury's biography as reflected in the remark "It stands up well along-
side of Hollis's" (p. 361). His firm grip on English literary history 
is demonstrated in his dating of Saintsbury's birth in 1845 as "just 
five years before Wordsworth's death put a definite end to Romanticism" 
(p. 323). 
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origins . Chief among the accusations, of course, was the charge that: 
his conversion to Roman Catholicism was prompted by mercenary motives. 
But the attacks ranged over the whole of Dryden's life and opinions, 
and they come down to us today as a suspect body of alleged anecdotes 
and oubious facts, valuable and at the same time dangerous to Dryden "s 
biographers . 2 
Such, in part, was the heritage on the negative side available 
to Dr. Johnson when he turned to Dryden in his Lives of the Poets . 
Osborn has shown Johnson's use of previous biographies of Dryden, 
chiefly that of Thomas Birch, but also including the life by Samuel 
Derrick, Lan~ for the plays, and other incidental sources . 3 The 
significant contribution of Samuel Johnson's biography as such, that 
is, apart from the criticism, is his eminently fair reassessment of 
Dryden's two .conversions . To those who made much of the shift in 
Dryden's loyalties represented by the change from the Heroic Stanzas 
to Oliver Cromwell, To Astraea Redux, he pointed out that "if he changed, 
he changed with the nation. "4 No subsequent critic has been able to 
2For a survey of this material see Hugh Macdonald, "The Attacks on 
John Dryden, " Essays and Studies by Members of the English Association, 
XXI (1936), 41-74, based on material" listed in his invaluable John 
Dryden: A Bibliography of Early Editions and of Drydeniana (Oxford, 
1939). A less incisive and less accessible study of the same material 
is Doris A. Russell's unpublished· Columbia dissertation "Dryden's Re-
lation to His Critics" (1950). 
3John Dryden: Some Biographical Facts and Problems (New York, 1940), 
pp. 23-30 . 
4"John Dryden," Lives of the English Poets, ed. George Birkbeck Hill, 
I (Oxford, 1905), p . 334. 
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capitalize on this old charge since Johnson's magnificently fair dis·· 
missal of it in one breath. 
His treatment of the greater conversion, however, is less obvious-
ly sympathetic. His famous dictum, "That conversion will always be sus-
pected that apparently concurs with interest,"5 is the very essence of 
Thomas Babington Macaulay's main attack on Dryden. And yet the cont1~xt 
of Dr. Johnson's statement indicates that this suspicion is as far as 
he will go in questioning Dryden's motives; he wishes to put the con-
version in the best possible light. He calls attention to the con-
versions of other outstanding men, "men of argument and study," such as 
Sir Kenelm Digby, the two Rainolds, and Chillingworth, in order to 
share with Dryden their respectability. Johnson's defense of Dryden, 
however, does not imply a carefully reasoned shift; he sees Dryden a:s 
a religiously uneducated man, "by an artful and experienced disputant 
••• made a papist, overborne by the sudden violence of new and unex-
pected arguments, or deceived by a representation which shews only the 
doubts on one part, and only the evidence on the other."6 On the whole, 
and seen against the background of the illiberal attacks of long dec.ades 
haunted by religious conflict, Samuel Johnson's interpretation is, a:s 
Mr. Osborn puts it, "courageous, open-minded, and unconventional."? 
SPage 377. 
6Pages 376-377. 
7Page 31. Osborn cites in this connection Boswell's approval in 
the Life of Johnson: "His defence of that great poet against the illiberal 
attacks upon him, as if his embracing the Roman Catholick communion had 
been a time-serving measure, is a piece of reasoning at once able and 
candid." 
18 
It marks the beginning of the rehabilitation of Dryden's character in 
the hands of his biographers. 
The next major biographer of Dryden, Edmond Maline, also chooses 
to view the change of faith in a generous light. "That his conversion 
was sincere, cannot be doubted," he says, "for he appears to have 
bred all his children papists, and was uniform in his adherence to hi.s 
new faith from this time to that of his death . "8 
The interpretation of Sir Walter Scott deserves special attenticm 
because it anticipates the line of thought taken by modern scho l arship. 
Scott points out that the evidence indicates that Dryden was not a very 
religious Anglican, so that he "did not ... except in outward pro-
fession, abandon the Church of England for that of Rome, but was con·· 
verted to the Catholic faith from a state of infidelity, or rather 
Pyrrhonism."9 The last two phrases show that Scott's notions of 
Pyrrhonism were not clear, that he had apparently no special knmvledge 
of the intellectual tradition of skepticism, but it is clear that he 
discerned the general pattern of thought which led Dryden to Rome. l\ s 
many others "1ere ~ to do after him, he emphasized the authoritarian lean-
ings in Religio Laici. Scott concludes that "Dryden's conversion 'vas 
not of that sordid kind which is the consequence of a strong temporal 
8
"Some Account of the Life and \vritings of John Dryden," The Critical 
and Miscellaneous Prose Works of John Dryden, Now First Collected , I 
(Landon, 1800), p. 189. For the exhaustiveness of his scholarly res•aarches 
Malone receives from Osborn the accolade, "the great pla teau from which 
later peaks arise" and "undoubtedly the most important book on Dryde::l that 
has ever appeared" (p. 71). 
9
"Life of Dryden," Works of John Dryden , I (Edinburgh, 1821), 313-314. 
interest; for he had expressed intelligibly the imagined desiderata 
which the Church of Rome alone pretends to supply, long before that 
temporal interest had an existence . "lO 
Thomas Babington Macaulay's famous History of England from the 
Accession of James the Second (1848) marks the low point in Dryden's 
biographical reputation since Johnson's Life . The great Victorian 
Whig, Protestant, and moralist historian branded Dryden as an 
"illustrious renegade" and let no qualifications muddle his simpli-
f . . f h . 11 4Cat4on o t e 4SSues. It was plain to him that Dryden was con-
verted because of the financial pressures which King James brought 
to bear through the withholding of the payment of the laureate's 
pension, while it is equally clear that his writings show that "he 
knew little and cared little about religion."12 Characteristic 
also is Macaulay's conclusion that servility is the very essence of 
Dryden's character and an indication of his moral weakness: 
He had, during many years, earned his daily bread by pandering to 
the vicious taste of the pit, ~nd_by grossly flattering rich and 
noble patrons. Self respect Lsi£/and a fine sense of the becoming 
were not to be expected from one who had led a life of mendicancy 
and adulation. Finding that, if he continued to call himself a 
Protestant, his services would be overlooked, he declared himself 
a Papist. The King's parsimony speedily relaxed. Dryden's pension 
10Page 315. 
llEd. Charles H. F.ii.tll , II (London, 1914), 850. 
12Pages 850-852. 
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was restored: the arrears were paid up, and he employed to defend 
his new religion both in prose and verse.l3 
Sweeping aside the explanation of Dr. Johnson, Macaulay refers to 
himself blandly as "the impartial historian" and pontificates, 
"There will always be a strong presumption against the sincerity of 
a conversion by which the convert is a direct gainer. In the case 
of Dryden there is nothing to countervail this presumption ... l4 
Macaulay's stamp is apparent on the views of W. D. Christie, 
whose '~iographical Memoir of Dryden" written in 1870, has frequent-
ly been reprinted in the various reissues of the Globe Dryden. In 
fact, Mr. Osborn, pointing out that the Globe edition was a standard 
20 
school text and that it was reprinted fifteen times, accuses Christie 
of doing "more harm to Dryden's reputation than any other biographer."15 
In addition to following Macaulay on the insincerity of Dryden's con-
version (although Robert Bell had shown in his prefatory memoir to 
his edition of Dryden's poems published in 1854 that, contrary to 
Macaulay, Dryden had not benefited financially from his religious 
change), and the servility of Dryden's flattery, 16 Christie scores a 
13pages 850-852. 
14page 852. 
1~iographical Facts and Problems, p. 100. I would suspect, how-
ever, that the greater harm has been done by Macaulay, but Osborn no 
doubt excepts him because he was not actually a biographer of Dryden .• 
16''Biographical Memoir of Dryden," Poetical Works of John Dryden 
(London, 1934), pp. lvii-lix and xxxvii. Osborn, p. 94, called my 
attention to Bell's discovery. 
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few hits of his own. 
Of all the biographers, Christie made the most of various hints 
of scandal about Dryden's marriage that are to be found among the 
contemporary attacks on the poet, accepting uncritically, even eager-
ly, material which more objective biographers have held at arm's 
length, knowing how wild and how vicious Restoration pamphleteers cru1 
be. According to him, a flirtatious letter from the second Earl of 
Chesterfield "places it beyond reasonable doubt that she had an in-
trigue with him before her marriage," and therefore Lady Howard, in . 
order to rescue her reputation and at the insistence of her brother, 
made a poor match with her social inferior, the poet John Dryden, a 
person with whom she had practically no genuine affinity. 17 That 
Dryden himself was a "libertine" is evident from the fact that the 
actress Anne Reeve was "notoriously for many years his mistress"; ob-
viously it was only the children which held the marriage together. 18 
Christie finds support for his view of Dryden's marriage scattered 
through the dramas. '~itter sneers of married life abound in Dryden's 
plays to prove his conjugal unhappiness: they cannot, under the cir-
cumstances, excite respect for him, and the discreditable licentious-
ness of much of his writing suggests blame for himself in connexion 




Mr. Osborn, it seems to me, is right in accounting for the all-
round harsh treatment that Dryden received at the hands of Christie, 
by pointing out that Christie's bias stems from his magnum opus as 
22 
a professional historian, an attempt to rescue the reputation of 
Shaftesbury from the unmitigated condemnation of previous historians; 
his oqo-volume biography of the Earl of Shaftesbury appeared the year 
following the first printing of the Globe Dryden. 20 Thus does 
Christie, who as a historian should readily have viewed the matter in 
its obvious political setting, object querulously that "there is no 
information of any personal quarrel to explain the fierceness of 
Dryden's onslaught on Shaftesbury."21 Dryden's motive, then, must be 
unworthy. He undoubtedly knew that his "savage treatment" of Shaftes-
bury ''would please the King"; he wrote ''without restraint of conscience, 
because it suited his prevailing purpose."22 
The "Life of Dryden" done by the Reverend Richard Hooper in 1866 
and revised in 1891, which Osborn dismisses as "nothing but a patchwork 
of passages snipped from the volumes of his predecessors,"23 follows 
20see Osborn, pp. 95-96. 
21Page xlviii. 
22Page xlviii. 
23siographical Facts and Problems, p. 90. 
Christie's views on Dryden's marriage, but observes that Robert Bell 
had discredited Macaulay ' s account of Dryden's pension, and concedes 
that the conversion may very well have been sincere, although Religic~ 
24 Laici was written mainly for political purposes. 
John Churton Collins does not follow Christie on Dryden ' s 
marriage in his essay on the poet first published in 1878, but in 
the question of the conversion, he perpetuates the negative tradition 
of Macaulay and Christie in a less abusive form. Although he recog-
nizes that Dryden's marriage was damaged by fundamental intellectual 
and temperamental incompatibility, he denies that Dryden was a liber·-
23 
tine and points out that there is no real evidence that Anne Reeve was 
actually his mistress, as there is none that proves Lady Elizabeth the 
mistres s of Chesterfield . 25 But, although Collins tries to be sympa-
thetic and fair in his interpretation of Dryden ' s conversion, he begins 
vlith the very damaging supposition that Dryden "had indeed publicly 
embraced the religion which his royal master was bent on establishing, 
and his salary ,.;as at once raised to its full amount . rr 26 Nor is he 
content to leave the matter there, for he goes on to suggest, "Dryden 
was in all probability induced to take the step by motives of personal 
24
"Life of Dryden," Poetical Works , new ed., rev., I (London, 1891), 
xx-xxi and lvii-lxiv. 
25
"John Dryden" 1187§./, Essays and Studies (London, 1895), p. 19 . 
26Page 56 . 
interest. He was probably able to satisfy himself of his honesty 
when he had taken it."27 When Collins is through relating this im-
portant incident in the poet's life to his interpretation of Dry-
den's character as a whole, the result, while no doubt intended as 
a sympathetic treatment, is more damning than Macaulay's portrait, 
in which the poet is merely unprincipled, for Collins's Dryden is 
the unintelligent victim of his own poetic gusto to boot: 
24 
Not naturally a man of high spirits or lofty aims, the age in which 
he lived did little to supply them. He soon ascertained the market-
able value of his endowments, and he offered them with little scruple 
to the highest bidder. Thus, while motives of self-interest deter-
mine the direction of his energy, the native genius brought into play 
soon created genuine enthusiasm, and he at last became what he at 
first affected to be.28 
Alexandre Beljame's La Public et les hommes de lettres en 
Angleterre au dix-huiti~me si~cle (1881) , concerned mainly with the 
changes in the economic status of literary men in the eighteenth 
century, as represented by Dryden, Addison, and Pope, takes the harsh 
view of Dryden's conversion. Rejecting the defenses of Samuel Johnson 
and Sir Walter Scott as special pleading, Beljame thinks that Dryden 
'Vent over to Rome out of faintheartedness."29 And, although he 
recognizes that Robert Bell has destroyed the argument that Dryden's 
27Page 56. 
28page 59. 
29cited from the translation by E. 0. Lorimer, Men of Letters c~d 
the English Public in the Eighteenth Century, ed. Bonamy Dobrle 
(London, 1948); p. 202. 
pension payments coerced his action, Beljame thinks that in a general 
way "the damning fact remains that Dryden's conversion was extremely 
opportune. u30 He makes a great deal of Dryden's habit of changing 
25 
his mind: '~ryden was perpetually changing, not for those intimate 
and conscientious reasons which command from everyone a tribute of 
respect, but for purely worldly motives. It is impossible not to ob-
serve that the wind which veered his weathercock was always his di-
rect and inunediately personal advantage."3l Beljame goes on to point 
out that Dryden's failure to shift back after 1688 is no credit to 
him, for he simply could not have carried it off again. 
Sir Leslie Stephen's sketch of Dryden in the Dictionary of 
National Biography, first printed in 1888, has done much to perpetu-
ate the negative image of Dryden that dominates most of the nineteenth-
century biographies. After asserting that Dryden "has not the presump-
tion in his favour which arises from loftiness of character," Stephen 
questions whether Dryden's conversion was "associated with any moral 
revulsion or the result of any profound intellectual process." He cites 
the anticlericalism of Dryden's plays, only to conclude that "in a 
sense, he may well have been sincere enough," whatever that means. 
After this damaging prologue he points out that Dryden had called 
3°Page 205. 
3lpage 205. Beljame decides (p. 207) that Dryden's "true conversion" 
is to be dated from his admission of guilt to the charges of Jeremy 
Collier. 
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attention to his own tendency to skepticism, in a remark which sugge:>ts 
that he "may well have been led to catholicism by a not unusual routt;l. 
• • • Though interested motives led him to look into the question, the 
absence of any strong convictions would make it easy to accept the 
solution now presented. Once converted, he appears to have grown into 
a devoted member of the church in his age." 
Leslie Stephen's position marks, to some extent, the weakening of 
the extreme interpretation of Macaulay. Although-Stephen starts from 
the same point as Macaulay, with' Dryden's supposed economic interest 
in the conversion, and with the assumption that Dryden was lacking 
in moral "character," he perceives Dryden's desire for authority in 
religion and relates it to his statement about his tendency to skepti-
cism. The emphasis, however, is all on the assumed "original" motives, 
so that Dryden achieves sincerity by post facto rationalization. 
Stephen's understanding of the poet's skepticism lacks any awareness 
of its pervasiveness, or its intellectual roots. 
A similarly shallow misunderstanding about Dryden's skepticism 
is at the heart of most of the ambiguous readings of the poet's person-
ality and character. A. w. Verrall, for example, finds in Dryden's 
writing a generally skeptic attitude that leads him to believe that 
Dryden was some kind of a Deist before he wrote Religio Laici, in 
which poem he finds "the hatred of private judgment, the difficulty of 
finding his precise position, the strong interest in infallibility" all 
27 
pointing toward his eventual conversion. 32 These cloudy notions bring 
him to the conclusion that "on the whole • • • and considering the in-
ternal evidence of the two religious poems, Dryden is entitled to 
suspension of judgment; we cannot inspect his conscience."33 R. K. 
Root, moreover, when he observes that "though inclined, as he himself 
tells us, to scepticism, he was not an atheist," misses the whole 
point of Dryden's revelation. 34 No wonder he finds himself "unwilli:ng 
to accept the theory of a real religious conversion."35 In like manner, 
Allardyce Nicoll gives up the question of Dryden's sincerity, deciding 
that he had a double motive, but that after his conversion he became 
a sincere Catholic. 36 
As these last few citations indicate, the nineteenth-century tra-
dition of condemnation of Dryden has been waning as the decades have 
passed. Even though Verrall, Root, and Nicoll share the views of 
Macaulay and Christie in a general way, they do not reflect the bias. 
or hostility towards Dryden to be found in the earlier period. One 
might even hesitate before deciding whether to place them in the tra-
dition of condemnation, or in the emerging tradition of sympathetic 
treatment, but their failure to attempt a positive defense suggests 
32Lectures on Dryden, ed. Margaret de G. Verrall (Cambridge, 1914), 
p. 156. 
33page 157. 
34"Dryden's Conversion to Roman Catholic Faith," PMLA, XXII (1907), 
308. 
35page 308. 
36Dryden and His Poetry (London, 1923), pp. 95-96. 
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that they represent the declining influence of the harsh view. 
A more aggressive defense of Dryden begins to emerge as the nega-
tive position wanes, so that in the last decades of the nineteenth 
century and the early decades of the twentieth, the way is being pre-
pared for a more radical shift in attitude toward Dryden. And yet in 
a very real sense, the newer favorable interpretations continue, on 
the one hand, the spirit of judicial fairmindedness first brought to 
Dryden studies by Johnson, and OA the other, the probing insights into 
Dryden's skeptical turn of mind that seem to derive from Scott. It is 
easy to trace the influence of Scott's view in the interpretation of 
James Russell Lowell, for example, who, as early as 1870 saw the re-
lationship between Dryden's political and religious conservatism and 
his tendencies to skepticism. 37 
It is in George Saintsbury's full-scale Dryden (1881) that we 
see the influence of Scott at work alongside Saintsbury's own desire 
for revaluation at every turn. Although James M. Osborn's praise of 
Saintsbury as a critic is too lavish, his estimate of the biography 
as such is eminently sane. Osborn sees Saintsbury's main accomplish-
ment as a sympathetic, moderate reversal of the extreme judgments of: 
his predecessors; "as we should expect, he is at his best when firing 
at exposed targets like Macaulay, Christie, and J. R. Green. tt38 Hi~; 
37"Dryde~" LI.87Qf, Among My Books (Boston, 1895), p. 77. 
38Biographical Facts and Problems, p. 103. Green is not a 
biographer, but a historian influenced by Macaulay. 
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biographical method--that of drawing the portrait of Dryden against 
the background of his age, judging him usually by its standards, 
rather than by those of the nineteenth century--kept Saintsbury free 
from enthusiastic excesses in rehabilitation. According to him, 
Dryden shares in the faults of his age, though not egregiously: in 
his coarseness of manner and language, in his "virulent and blood-
39 thirsty" political partisanship, in his selfseeking, in his flattery. 
Yet he is also free of arrogance (except in his youth), generous in his 
assistance to aspiring literary people, and, most important of all, he 
1 h f . . . . 1 40 was rare y t e ~rst to partkc~pate ~n a quarre • 
Mr. Osborn sees a connection between Saintsbury's freshness of 
interpretation and his main fault as a biographer, his "deficiency a.s 
a searcher after new materials": 
Saintsbury was quite content to depend on the books of his predecess-
ors, and it is doubtful how many of the documents or original sources 
he had actual~y seen. Even Dr. Johnson, aged and weary, made more of 
an effort to uncover new biographical materials than this young man 
with his career still to be made . There is no evidence that Saints-
bury made a single move out of his library to search for unknown 
documents or even to check the known.41 
A1 though Osborn finds it reprehensible that Saintsbury "did not inquire 
39saintsbury, Dryden (New York, 1881), pp. 185-186. 
40page 187. 
41Biographical Facts and Problems, p. 106. 
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where biographical materials came from, but took them as he found 
them," he does not treat Saintsbury very severely, for "he did 
question the significance those facts had, and like his master, Scott, 
he excelled in the interpretation of Dryden's life and character in 
the steady light of common sense."42 
No better proving ground can be selected for any biographer of 
John Dryden, we have seen, than the question of his sincerity in con-
verting to Roman Catholicism, and no passage in Saintsbury's book 
better shows his independence from the negative tradition of his own 
era. Although he was not in possession of facts later discovered 
concerning Dryden's pension payments as they relate to his conversion, 
Satinsbury saw the change in a sympathetic light. He noticed, like 
Scott before him, "heterodox yearnings after infallibility" in Religio 
Laici , and he interpreted the growing drift towards Rome with a tell-
ing analogy to the career of Cardinal Newman.43 His final judgment, 
however, while a far cry from Macaulay or Christie, is ultimately 
ambiguous: 
I believe Dryden to have been, in the transactions of the years l68S.-7, 




amount of unconscious insincerity I am by no means disposed to acquit: 
him. If I judge his character aright, no English man of letters was 
ever more thoroughly susceptible to the spirit and influence of his 
time. 44 
The view of Dryden's conversion as the result of an intellectual 
process, rather than as an inconsistent act dictated by political and 
mercenary motives, receives enthusiastic support from a handful of 
Dryden advocates writing in Roman Catholic publications. Generally 
speaking, the apologias and appreciations appearing for this special 
religious reading public are undistinguished by thorough scholarship 
or freshness of approach, but their articles often reinforce the in-
sights of a Scott or a Saintsbury as a result of an appreciation of 
the authoritarian point of view. Typically, they trace Dryden's de-
velopment from skepticism to faith, noting the wish for certainty in. 
Religio Laici ; they repudiate Macaulay's long-since-discredited charge 
that the King rewarded Dryden's conversion with a hundred-pound grant; 
and they point with emphasis to his final perseverance in the faith.45 
Perhaps most effective is their citation of Restoration social and 
religious history to show that Dryden gained little and lost much 
44pages 102-103. 
45see, for example, Brother Leo, "How Dryden Became a Catholic :," 
Catholic World, CV (July, 1917), 483-494, and Thomas J. Treadaway, 
"The Religious Sincerity of John Dryden," Eccesiastical Review, LXXXV 
(Sept., 1931), 277-290. 
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standing in contemporary English society as a convert to Rome.46 
Dr. B. Josef Wild, in an inaugural dissertation entitled Dryden 
und die r8mische Kirche (192~ has written a rather extensive sympa-
thetic study of Dryden's religious development against the background 
of the religious and. political conflicts of his age, but in the 
crucial issues of interpretation he goes no further, say, than Sir 
Walter Scott. In saying of Dryden that "er neige in der Philosophie 
zum Skeptizisms hin" Wild interprets Dryden's position prior to 1682 
as approximately that of Deists like Lord Herbert of Cherbury or 
Charles Blount.47 Although he mentions Father Simon's Histoire 
critique du vieux testament (in a brief footnote), he fails to per-
ceive its relationship to Dryden's religious development. 48 Wild is 
also inclined to use indiscriminently passages of dialogue from the 
heroic plays to indicate Dryden's personal views at the time of writ-
ing: not merely his obvious anticlericalism, but also indications c•f 
his "frUhe Beurteilung der rumischen Kirche."49 
46srother Leo, pp. 489-490, and Treadaway, p. 281. 
47B. Joseph Wild, Dryden und die rtlmische Kirche (Leipzig, 1928), 
pp. 14-15. 
48pa~e 54. On pa~e 58 he follows Scott on the conjecture that 
"damals [prior to 168£/ seine innere Uberzeugung zwischer der Natur·-
religion und dem rtlmischen Glauben hin und her schwankte, und dasz 
er fUhlte, dasz es eigentlich keine Mittelstufe geben ktlnne." 
49see pp. 17-23. 
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The distinctively Roman Catholic contributions to the canon of 
Dryden biography would not be complete without due mention of the 
fulminations of the Reverend Montague Summers. To the position I 
have summarized in the above paragraph, he adds only highly charged 
language. Consider, for example, his description of the reverses of 
fortune suffered by Dryden the convert, written by Mr. Summers for an 
anthology of hagiographical sketches: "He was insulted and deprived 
by a usurper; amid the ribald laughter of a turncoat town he was held 
up to scorn and reprobation in libels of almost unexampled foulness 
and brutality ... so Mr. Summers' bias is most obvious when he calls 
the attacks of his whipping-boy Macaulay, not only "insolent and 
currish," but "dull" as well. 51 His cluttered biographical intro-
duction prefixed to his edition of Dryden's plays is, of course, 
toned down for the scholarly audience, but it does not escape super-
ciliousness: witness the pontifical edict, "To suspect his sincerity 
is to show oneself not merely ungenerous but lacking in perception. 11'52 
The most thorough and convincing defense of Dryden's conversion 
as the result of intellectual rather than mercenary motives emerges 
from Louis I. Bredvold's important little book, The Intellectual 
Milieu of John Dryden (1934) . Although it is not a biography, it has 
50.~'John Dryden," Great Catholics, ed. Claude Williams (New Yorl,, 
1939)' p. 204. 
5lpage 204. 
52"Introduction," Dryden: Dramatic Works, I (London, 1931), c:idx. 
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more significance for the student of Dryden's life than any other 
study in recent decades, save Mr. Osborn's investigation of "biograph-
ical facts and problems." Bredvold' s study of Dryden's mental pat- · 
mrns against the background of intellectual currents of his age con-
tributes not only to our understanding of the poet's motives in 
converting to Rome," but also to the demolition of the charge that 
Dryden's was a superficial and inconsistent mind, without any cohere!lt 
principles. 
Mr. Bredvold has gone further than any other scholar in pointing 
out the pervasiveness of the skeptical method and the anti-dogmatic 
temper in Dryden's writings. He seesit, for example, not only in 
Dryden's candid avowal in the preface to Religio Laici that he was 
"naturally inclined to skepticism in philosophy," but also in his 
much-noted changeableness, and in his habit of balancing opposing 
positions against each other for objective considerations of each, 
whether the topic be dramatic criticism or religion. 53 He has related 
these habits of mind on the one hand to the tradition of philosophic:al 
skepticism ~eaching from Sextus Empiricus and Pyrrho of Elis down tc> 
Montaigne and Pascal and Sir Thomas Browne, and on the other hand to 
the anti-dogmatism of the Royal Society, which employed the dialect jLc 
of skepticism as a tactic against Hobbes and as a defense against the 
53The Intellectual Milieu of John Dryden: Studies in Some Aspr~cts 
of Seventeenth-Century Thought (Ann Arbor, 1934), pp. 12-15. In 1956 
Bredvold' s book achieved the pinnacle of success in modern publishi11g 
when it was reprinted in paperback form. 
charge that it, like Hobbes's philosophy of materialism, was anti-
religious. After he underscores the historical tendency of philo-
sophical skepticism to political and religious conservatism, Mr. 
Bredvold places Religio Laici and The Hind and the Panther , the two 
religious poems which superficially represent diametric religious 
loyalties, against a background of seventeenth-century Catholic 
fideism, in order to show that "both poems are thoroughly character-
istic of Dryden, both spring from the same temper of mind, the same 
attitude toward philosophical and ecclesiastical problems."54 
Some important conclusions emerge from Bredvold's far-reaching 
investigations! 
The study of Dryden's thought is important and profitable for this 
reason, if for no other, that it minimizes, and possibly solves en-
tirely, the biographical problem of his conversion, which has proved 
such a stumbLing block to some of his critics. The continuity and 
consistency of his philosophical convictions, and their close re-
lationship on the one hand to Dryden's native temperament, and on 
the other to notable tendencies in his immediate intellectual milieu, 
all these considerations make it appear quite improbable that his 
ideas were merely borrowed for the needs of the occasion. His shifts 
of allegiance were all changes in the ·same direction, toward greate1· 
conservatism. 55 
It remains only for Bredvold to point out the parallel conser-





Again searching scholarship yields fresh ideas that undercut the 
conventional distaste for Dryden's Toryism. His is not the monarchical 
absolutism that the Whigs imputed to their opponents; close study of 
Dryden's political remarks shows that his Tory position was "eminently 
reasonable and constitutional," closer in tone and principles to 
Burke than were the seventeenth-century Whigs. 56 
The notion that Dryden's mind was essentially superficial and in-
consistent also receives the death-blow from Bredvold, with other 
studies of Dryden's relationship to the intellectual currents of his 
age providing the coup de grace . This die-hard notion is the bio-
graphical basis for a considerable amount of criticism of Dryden's 
works. A. W. Verrall, for instance, concludes that Dryden "had no pro-
found or coherent theory in politics, in religion, or even in criti-
cism," that although he was a master of argument, his is 11 the logic of 
the moment," unrelated to a system of thought.S7 This attitude can 
lead to the extreme position of someone like Alan Lubbock, who thinks 
that Dryden attached "but little importance to religion or politics, 
or even to many aspects of literature itself. What excluded every-
thing else was the love of expression for its own sake. He devoted 
himself therefore to increasing the efficiency of his instruments."58 
56Pages 148-149. 
57Lectures on Dryden, p. 18. 
58The Character of John Dryden (London, 1925), p. 6. 
Bonamy Dobr'e has written almost as vacuously, although he would pro-
bably no longer stand behind his view expressed in 1924 that "the 
37 
truth is he was not much interested in life, he cared nothing for 
politics, and probably not much for religion. One guesses that he 
conformed to the changing opinions of his day--until change itself 
became ridiculous--because he wanted to be left alone to pursue his 
dominating, his unique interest, literature. To reform the language, 
to search for the key to the house of great art, there was his life."59 
According to ·these views, Dryden was a mindless, intellectually naive 
and irresponsible poet, a technician in verse developing his means 
with no regard for ends. 
In the course of tracing Dryden's relationship to the skeptical 
tradition, Mr. Bredvold has considered one of numerous currents of 
ideas with which Dryden was in touch. He also explores the Catholi<: 
tradition of tactical fideism, with special reference to the poet's 
knowledge of the attack of Father Simon's Histoire Critique du Vie~( 
Testament on Protestant confidence in scriptural authority; the Eng-
lish translation of this seventeenth-century work of "higher criti-
cism" by a Roman Catholic priest furnished Dryden with the occasion 
for Religio Laici . Moreover, Bredvold investigates Dryden's relation 
on the one hand to the ideas of the Royal Society and the new science, 
and on the other, to the political views of Thomas Hobbes. In 
59Restoration Comedy, 1660-1720 (London, 1924), p. 104. 
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showing the parallel between Dryden's skepticism and the anti-dogma-
tism of the Royal Society, he refutes on broad grounds the accusations 
of Carson S. Duncan that ''Dryden was not deeply impressed with the nElW 
philosophy," and that "it seems never to have occurred to him that it 
was a serious matter to know the truth about nature, or at least to be 
consistent about its representation."60 
Merritt Hughes, in his investigation of Dryden's political ideas, 
has traced parallels between some of the political positions used dra-
matically in the heroic plays and the views of Hobbes, showing Dryden's 
acquaintance with the Malmesbury philosopher, particularly in The Con-
61 guest of Granada . More important, Hughes finds that Dryden's polit-
ical satires "seem to have been nourished on a study. of the political 
writers of the seventeenth century hardly less extensive than that 
which Dryden devoted to the literary critics of his time."62 He be-
lieves that the charge of political inconsistency can be met by seeing 
the great political poet as a "trimmer," which he defines as one who 
seeks "on every question ••• an independent and realistic attitude."63 
6~redvold, p. 49. Duncan, The New Science and English Literature 
in the Classical Period (Menasha, Wise., 1913), p. 45. Duncan bases his 
view on Dryden's use of imagery from both the old astronomy and the new 
in Annus Mirabilis , and the inconsistency between praise of scientists in 
the Epistle to Dr. Charleton and his use of outmoded ideas in his other 
literary works, including the State of Innocence , where, it seems to me, 
he could have done nothing else. 




Bredvold's inquiry into Dryden's intellectual milieu yields fur-
ther parallels to argue his acquaintance with the views of Hobbes. He 
avoids building his case on absolutist tendencies in the heroic plays, 
pointing out wisely that the conventions of that type alone would 
foster such views for dramatic reasons, apart from any influence front 
Hobbes. 64 His claim rests more solidly on Dryden's remarkably freque:nt 
dramatic discussions of the et~ical problem of free will and necessity 
which was so basic to the thought of Hobbes. 65 It remained then for 
Louis Teeter to investigate the extent to which absolutism in the 
plays derives from Hobbes. In his excellent article Mr. Teeter recog-
nizes that typically Hobbesian views are expressed dramatically and 
are not to be considered as representative of Dryden's own position; 
in fact, the most striking uses of Hobbesian doctrine are made by th1a 
tyrants and villains in the heroic plays. 66 Especially sane are his 
careful distinctions between evidences of Hobbesian absolutism and 
merely traditional royalist doctrines within the plays. The views of 
Miss Mildred Hartsock, however, are less carefully considered, for 
she tends to make Dryden, for a time at least, a disciple of Malmesbury, 
simply on the basis of his use of Hobbes's ideas. 67 But by her 
64rhe Intellectual Milieu of John Dryden, p. 66. 
65pages 66-68. 
66"The Dramatic Use of Hobbes' Political Ideas," ELH, III (JunE!, 
1936), 166-169. 
67"Dryden's Plays: A Study in Ideas," Seventeenth Century Studies, 
2nd series, ed. Robert Shafer (Princeton, 1937), pp. 71-176. 
proliferation of instances in which the ideas treated dramatically 
by Dryden parallel or in some way assume the ethical, psychological, 
or political views of Hobbes, Miss Hartsock adds to the evidence 
that Dryden was very much in touch with the intellectual trends of 
his day and indicates that Bredvold was if anything too conservative 
in his conclusions about Dryden's knowledge of Hobbes. 
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Special studies about facts and problems in the Dryden biography 
have contributed new information, cleared up muddles, and filled in 
the gaps in Dryden's life. The twentieth century has made some 
important contributions to the materials for a new life of Dryden, 
which is long overdue. When our scholarly biographer finally arrives, 
he will be largely concerned with synthesizing the fragmentary re-
searches of the last half century. Not the least of his debt will be 
to Mr. James M. Osborn, whose Biographical Facts and Problems is suc.h 
an important and useful "attempt to do a little of the preliminary 
digging for him," as Osborn puts it. But as valuable as his book is, 
with its detailed assessment of the contributions of the major earlier 
biographers and its own collection of various "collateral investi-
gations" into special problems, one cannot but regret that Osborn 
stopped with the spade work. 
Two special studies done in recent decades deserve emphasis in 
this chapter because they have direct bearing on Dryden's reputation. 
One of these concerns that old bone of contention, Dryden's pension, 
and the scholar who finally succeeds in burying it is Mr. Bredvold. 
His study of the records of payment of the pension to Dryden as 
Laureate as found in the Calendar of Treasury Books. 1660-1689 coin-
cides with that of Charles E. Ward. Within a year of each other 
Bredvold and Ward asserted that the regularity of the half-payments 
of the pension during the years of Charles II's financial distress 
and Dryden's loyalty during the years of reduced income contradict 
the common misconception about Dryden's income in relation to his 
conversion.68 More important is Bredvold's refutation of Macaulay's 
claim that James II withheld the payment until the poet's conversion. 
He shows that the records indicate that the King initiated the royal 
warrant for Dryden on April 27, 1685, and that the delay between 
this step and the final granting of the patent on March 4, 1686, was 
not abnormal, nor did the King fail to make payment on arrears owing 
to Dryden in the interim. 69 It is interesting to note that these 
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facts, readily available to anyone interested in the problem, have 
not been noticed by any of the writers on the English laureateship. 70 
The second matter bearing directly on the reputation concerns 
68ward, "A Biographical Note on Dryden,"MLR, XXVII (April, 1932), 
206-210, and Bredvold, "Notes on John Dryden's Pension," MP, XXX 
(Feb., 1933), 267-274. --
69''Notes on John Dryden's Pension," pp. 267-274. 
70see, for example, Edmund K. Broadus, The Laureateship; A Stu~ 
of the Office of Poet Laureate in England with Some Account of the Poets 
(Oxford, 1921), pp. 61-64. 
Dryden's relationship to the Royal Society. 0. F. Emerson in 1921 
created a little stir by claiming rather exaggeratedly that Dryden 
should be credited with the proposal for an English Academy.7l 
Louis I. Bredvold in an article on "Dryden, Hobbes, and the Royal 
Society" (1928), the essence of which reappeared in The Intellectual 
Milieu of John Dryden six years later, had asserted the importance 
of modern science in Dryden's thought and associated this with his 
interest in the Royal Society. 72 In 1930 Claude Lloyd challenged 
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the tradition held since Malone and asserted most notably by Bredvold 
and Mark Van Doren, that Dryden was an active member of the scienti·· 
fie society. 73 The question, of course, seeks to undermine the 
claims of Bredvold that the poet is to be taken seriously as an in-
tellectual, alive to the issues of his own day. Lloyd bases his case 
against this view not only on Dryden's references to classical 
scientific notions and his lifelong belief in astrology, but also on 
his delinquency in paying his dues as a member of the Royal Society. 74 
71
"John Dryden and a British Academy," Proceedings of the British 
Academy, X (1921), 45-58. Challenged on the implication that Dryden 
originated the idea, by Edward Freeman, "A Proposal for an English 
Academy in 1660," MLR , XIX (July, 1924), 291-300, Emerson withdrew a 
little in a later article, "Dryden and the English Academy," MLR, XX 
(April, 1925), 189-190. -
7~P , XXV (May, 1928), 417-438. 
73claude Lloyd, "John Dryden and the Royal Society," PMLA , XLV 
(December, 1930), 967-968. 
74pages 968, 970-975. 
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After a triple rebuttal by Ella T. Riske, Louis I. Bredvold, and 
Thomas B. Stroup, Lloyd backed up in the face of further evidence 
from Dryden's writings indicating his awareness of the new science, 
and the evidence that Dryden's failure to pay his dues was paralleled 
by a similar laxity on the part of other members of the Society whose 
interest in science is beyond dispute. 75 A recent, more extensive 
study in the form of a doctoral dissertation by Richard R Griffith, 
"Science and Pseudo-Science in the Imagery of John Dryden" (1956), 
documents Dryden's "abiding interest in alchemy, " which would have 
been considered a science in his own day, and his more extensive know-
ledge of astrology, also a legitimate "science" at that time.76 
It is beyond the scope of this chapter to present and assess all 
the special studies in various problems and gaps in the Dryden bio-
graphy. There have been many, a number of which are in the best tra-
ditions of careful historical and biographical scholarship, testify-
ing to the serious interest in the life of Dryden in the last five or 
six decades. I can only suggest, by means of passing mention, what 
other ground has been turned over for Dryden's next biographer, with-
out pretending to list exhaustively even the important studies. 
75
"Dryden and Waller as Members of the Royal Society," PMLA, 
XLVI (Sept., 1931), 951-962. All three papers appear under this title, 
followed by Lloyd's retraction. 
76
unpubl. diss. (Ohio State, 1956); see particularly pp. 165-164. 
The first notable publication of a miscellaneous collection of 
articles on Dryden problems came from George Thorn-Drury; among them 
was his famous investigation of the date of MacFlecknoe which showed 
that the piece was written before the appearance of Shadwell's Medal 
of John Bayes , to which it was long considered a retort. 77 Charles 
E. Ward published a similar collection of short articles which in-
vestigated such matters as a loan of five hundred pounds which the 
poet made to Charles II and the circumstances surrounding the publi-
cation of the translation of Virgil; he treated the latter question 
more thoroughly in a second, more important article the following 
year. 78 He has also discovered the error of identifying the John 
Dryden who was Collector of Customs for London in 1683 with Dryden 
the poet. 79 Representative of the series of "biographical problems" 
investigated by James M. Osborn is his research into the question of 
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whether Dryden did hack writing for the publisher Herringman on first 
coming up to London, or his explorations of Dryden's absences from 
London. 
The next Dryden biographer will have a major task before him 
sorting out the complicated collection of facts and conjectures that 
77"Some Notes on Dryden," RES, I (April, 1925), 187-197. 
78"Some Notes on Dryden," RES, XIII (July, 1937), 297-306, and 
"The Publication and Profits of Dryden's Virgil," PMLA , LIII (Sept., 
1938), 807-812. 
79''Was Dryden Collector of Customs?" MLN, XLVII (April, 1932), 
246-249. 
cluster about Dryden's relationships with his various contemporaries .. 
He will have to pick his way through the scattered contributions of 
recent scholarship published by the modern biographers of Dryden's 
contemporaries. Mr. Ward's edition of Dryden's letters, itself an 
important contr.ibution to Dryden biographical studies in 1942, has 
added light on Dryden's contemporary relationships, especially the 
correspondence with William Walsh. 80 The parent investigation in 
modern times into the relationship between Dryden and his political 
and literary enemies is the excellent survey of the attacks on the 
poet written by Hugh Macdonald and based on his bibliography of 
Drydeniana. 81 R. Jack Smith has done a very thorough investigation 
of the controversy between Dryden and Shadwell that has biographical 
as well as literary-critical significance. 82 And finally, Ralph M. 
Albaugh has studied Dryden's last decade, revising the stereotyped 
picture of the aged poet sitting as a "literary dictator" in his 
accustomed spot at Will's coffeehouse, and discussing in detail his 
relationship with literary people in this last period of his life.83 
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80charles E. Ward, ed., The Letters of John Dryden, with Letters 
Addressed to Him (Durham, N. C., 1942). Kenneth E. Young has taken. 
good advantage of the letters in his biography of Dryden, which I dis-
cuss below. 
81
"The Attacks on Dryden," Essays and Studies by Members of the 
English Association, XXI (1936), 41-74. 
82"Dryden and Shadwell: A Study in Literary Controversy," unpubl. 
dis~. (Cornell, 1941). 
83''Dryden' s Literary Relationships, 1689-1700," unpubl. diss. (Ohio 
State, 1948). Albaugh emphasizes Dryden's activity as a translatoJ:, in-
terrupted by periodic illness, rather than his sedentary hours at ~Till's, 
which have been overemphasized by previous biographers. 
I cannot end my citations of special studies without at least 
mentioning one or two more, unrelated to each other. When Roswell 
G. Ham called attention to the Oxford prologues of 1684, suggesting 
that Dryden was seeking some kind of academic preferment, he pro-
voked a small spate of fruitful articles supporting his suspicion 
by citations from contemporary rumors to that effect and speculating 
-on just what posts the poet might have had his eye. 84 And, into 
another dark corner, the question of the actual duties of Dryden as 
Historiographer-Royal, Mr. Ham cast the first light. 85 And finally, 
Edmund s. DeBeer has investigated the subject of Dryden's notorious 
anticlericalism, attempting to link it by chronological evidence to 
Dryden's failure to receive preferment.86 
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Enough has been said, I am sure, to show that the rehabilitation 
of the character and mind of Dryden has been complemented by fresh 
and varied inquiries into numerous aspects of the life of Dryden. 
While recent decades have not turned up large finds, there has been. 
constant interest in the life of Dryden on the part of a number of 
84see Louis I. Bredvold, "Dryden and the University of Oxford~" 
MLN, XLVI (April , 1931), 218-224; Roswell G. Ham, "Dryden and the 
Colleges," MLN, XLIX (May, 1934), 324-332; Pierre Legouis, ''Dryden 
and Eton," MLN, LII (Feb . , 1937), 111-115; and J. A. W. Bennett, 
"Dryden and All Souls," MLN, LII (Feb . , 1937), 115-116. 
85"Dryden as Historiographer-Royal: The Authorship of His 
Majesties Declaration Defended, 1681," RES , XI (July, 1935), 284-298. 
86"Dryden' s Anti-Clericalism," ~. CLXXIX (Oct. 12, 1940), 
254-25 7. 
distinguished scholars, so that the last sixty years have seen the 
gradual removal of what Saintsbury in 1881 had called "the chief 
difficulty of writing a life of Dryden--the almost entire absence 
of materials."87 And yet, since Saintsbury's life of Dryden 
appeared, there has been no biography to supersede it as the de-
finitive life. Of the two fu~l~cale portraits to appear since 
Saintsbury's, one is glaringly incompetent, and the other simply in-
ferior, the amateurish work of a minor Dryden enthusiast. The only 
good biography since 1881 is the fairly long sketch of Dryden's life 
with which George R. Noyes prefaced his Poetical Works of Dryden in 
1909, revised and enlarged to incorporate the findings of four rich 
decades of scholarship for a second edition published in 1950. But 
Noyes's is only a "biographical sketch" for a textbook edition of 
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the poems, not to be compared in scope or depth to Saintsbury's work. 
It is tempting to take too much trouble to expose the biography 
which Bredvold has called a "comedy of errors," and "an hilarious 
performance," Christopher Hollis's Dryden published. in 1933. Bred-
vold dismisses it with this devastating verdict: "Its abundance of 
errors in even the most elementary matters can only be explained as 
due to a ~ertile combination of haste and ignorance."88 Hollis 
87 d Dry en, p. 23. 
88LReview of Hollis/,~' XIII (April, 1934), 117-118. 
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makes blunders in dating clearly established events, and he is rare-
ly correct on the dates of plays. Even his spelling gives him away: 
''MacFlecknoe" appears regularly as ''McFlecknoe," the bookseller for 
whom Dryden is reputed to have worked is called "Herringham," and 
the bibliography contains a reference to an edition of the plays of 
Dryden by one "C. Montague Somers." 
Hollis's attempt at the definitive biography has further short-
comings. Most offensive of all, perhaps, is its hagiographical tone; 
Dryden, of all people, becomes almost a candidate for canonization. 
This bias is apparent from the opening page, where the poet is senti-
mentally pictured fishing in Northamptonshire at the river that flows 
89 by the castle where Mary of Holyrood awaited her death. Moreover, 
he warmly eulogizes Dryden as "the greatest thinker who, in its 
desperate and defeated hour, lent his talents to the cause of falling 
monarchy. "90 Equally bad are the attempts at literary judgment, for 
Hollis intends his to be a complete critical biography to replace 
Saintsbury's. One example will suffice; Hollis quotes an extended 
passage from the Essay of Dramatic Poesy followed by this ecstatic 
appreciation: '~hat a superb piece of prose! How magnificent an in-
traduction to a philosophical dialogue! The model of Plato is evident, 
89Dryden (London, 1933), p. 9. 
but did even Plato ever do anything better than this?"9l 
Kenneth Young's John Dryden, A Critical Biography (1954) is ob-
viously not the same kind of hack work as Hollis's, but it, too, be-
trays inadequate scholarship. Although Mr. Young makes much wider 
use than Hollis of the findings of recent scholarship (his is the 
only biography that makes any significant use of the letters), the 
reader is frequently startled by strange lapses and errors. One 
wonders what prompted him to render the familiar anecdote about Dry-
den's pronouncement to Swift in the mangled "Cousin Swift, you will 
never be a Pindaric poet. "92 Like Hollis's blunders are Young's 
"Collie Gibber," "Edward Malone," and "Robert Flecknoe."93 Another 
kind of scholarly inadequacy is betrayed by the way in which Young 
accepts uncritically certain traditions about Dryden, such as the 
one that he at one time lived with his future brother-in-law, Sir 
Robert Howard, or that, as a suspicious anecdote has it, Lord Dorse t 
once slipped a hundred-pound bank note under Dryden's plate at a 
dinner to which he invited the deposed laureate.94 
91Page 37. 
92(London, 1954), p. 188. 
93pages 213, 234, 274. 
94 Pages 32, 163. 
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The amateurish quality of Young's biography is apparent in 
numerous scenes which he constructs out of his sympathetic imagin-
ation, spinning out of his own crude intuitions interpretive 
pictures designed to make Dryden come alive. Mr . Young lacks restraint, 
and the net effect is an unintended vulgarization of Dryden . Viviru1 
de Sola Pinto rightly remarks that this sort of thing suggests noth:lng 
quite so much as a Hollywood script . 95 Such a passage is his wild 
description of the young poet in his cups boasting, "'Shakespeare? 
I ' gad, Davenant and I will show you a better Shakespeare.'"96 Or there 
is the gauche dramatization of Dryden's thoughts at his father's burial, 
perhaps modeled on S trachey' s treatment of the death of Queen Victot:ia: 
It is time, the fresh-faced , plump young man at th~ graveside 
feels, to go_to town and meet these men of the future 1Royalist writers 
and virtuosi/; and as he looks down on to his father's coffin, he 
realises with a start that this is possible since half the rents from 
the Blakesley estate are now his . But will they be enough? 
His eye travels round the mourners as the minister reads the ser-
vice, and falls upon Sir Gilbert Pickering. Much as he despises him, 
his craftiness and power have to be admitted; he is now the ~ 1,000 a 
year Lord Chamberlain of the Protector's Council, and a very important 
person. He will h.ou.tP... 'l. ~~q_ •\t4...t;.~. 2.:!.m. ~;. 2.. ~ $!.2~~cr~ :w..i®-:r 
him would round out the rents nicely and enable him to cut more of a 
figure. His spirits ri~e incontinently ••• 'Dust to dust', and his 
mother is weeping . He has a sudden pang of sorrow for his father. 
And then his eye catches that of his pretty cousin, Honor; he smiles 
-951Review of Youni/, English, X (Summer, 1955), 191 . 
96Page 
but only because he is young and fresh and the whole world seems 
ready to open before him. He turns from the grave and makes towards 
Sir Gilbert.97 
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Mr. Young's biography is more successful in other ways, although 
frequently his method is fundamentally conjecture, a subjective, 
intuitive attempt at interpreting the personality of a literary gre.at 
who bequeathed to posterity practically no intimately personal wtit-
ings. Typically, he launches his judgment of the poet's personality 
from an impression derived from the Dryden portraits; there is a cor1-
tradiction between Dryden's own insistence on his shyness and Con-
greve's emphasis on his modesty, and the superior attitude reflected 
in the early portrait by Sir Godfrey Kneller. 98 He is on surer 
ground when he joins Scott and Saintsbury in pointing out a period 
of arrogance in Dryden's literary career, an attitude that stems from 
his remarkable success in the theater and his acceptance in court 
circles, and which finds expression in his condescending attitude 
toward older English writers. 99 The purgation of Dryden's pride is 
a dominating theme, if not the organizing principle, of Mr. Young's 
book; the change pivots around the beating in Rose Alley, to which 
Dryden reacted with commendable humility. 100 In relating this 
97 Page 12. 
98Page xiv. 
99 Page xiv. 
100Pages 110-112. 
interpretation to Dryden as a satirist, Young draws for support on 
the insights of modern psychology: 
Can a shy or modest man be a satirist of Dryden's type, seeing 
his victims from an Olympian height • • • or dealing with such power-
ful men as Shaftesbury and Buckingham so disdainfully? Psycho-analy-
sis has taught us that, in fact, shyness is often a sign of a great 
superiority complex, one's idea of oneself being so inflated that the 
outer world cannot possibly measure up to it. But Dryden himself has 
given a more certain clue in a famous couplet: 
My pride struck out new sparkes of her own. 
Such was I, and by nature still I am. 
In other words, Dryden~ filled with a self-pride but he be-
lieved that he had conquered it . Nor was this a delusion considering 
his kindness laterly to young poets, his high regard for earlier 
writers and his lmv opinion of his own productions.lOl 
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For a reliablc3 scholarly life of Dryden, then, we must look else-
where, for neither Hollis nor Young could be said to supersede George 
Saintsbury's monumcmtal work, now more than three-quarters of a century 
old. The closest eandidate is the rather lengthy critical-biographical 
sketch with which George R. Noyes prefaced his edition of the poems in 
1909 and again in 1950. It is, of course, the recent revision, re-
fleeting as it does four decades of scholarship, in which occurs a 
revival of Dryden, that offers us the biography most thoroughly repre-
sentative of the belst scholarly tradition in life-writing. Noyes is 
101Pages xiv-xv. Mr. Young takes a psychoanalytic approach in his 
study of sexual imagery in Absalom and A chi top he 1 , which I shall dis ·::uss 
in a later chapter. This is not his typical critical method, howeve:r, 
for he usually writes impressionistic appreciations in the manner of 
Saintsbury. 
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especially effective and refreshing in the way he sweeps aside dubi<>us 
anecdotes and traditions to provide a reliable body of facts. An 
example is his judicious repudiation of the charges about Dryden's 
wife as "scandal, unsupported by any trustworthy evidence."102 
But if Noyes's prefatory sketch is rather lengthy, it is not a full 
scale biography, for it moves swiftly from fact to fact with little 
attention to background or carefully detailed interpretation. It 
does not pretend to be anything more. 
We are still in need, then, of a modern biography of John Dry-
den.103 In spite of a major reversal of the nineteenth-century slurs 
qn Dryden's character and actions, and in spite of the accumulation 
of a considerable body of new factual information, the deplorable 
lack persists. Samuel Holt Monk, who has frequently sounded the call 
for such a book, has also suggested that "chrbnologically, he is thEl 
last great English writer of whom we shall never have a complete and 
intimate biography. "104 About Dryden's personality we know surpris-· 
ingly little: it is paradoxically typical of the state of Dryden 
102
"Biographical Sketch," The Poetical Works of Dryden, rev. ed. 
(Boston, 1950), p. xx. 
103william E. Frost in his "Selected Bibliography" to his text-
book anthology Selected Works of John Dryden (New York, 1953) lists 
as "forthcoming" a biography by Charles E. Ward, but I have not heai'd 
of such a work from any other quarter. 
104 
"Dryden the Craftsman," Sewanee Review, LIV (Autumn, 1946), 721. 
biography in the middle of the twentieth century that although we 
know the time of his birth to the very second it occurred, we know 
his personality no more intimately than we know that of Chaucer, 
with whom he has sometimes been compared. 
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CHAPTER III 
REPUTATION OF THE POETRY 
It is the purpose of this chapter first to trace the reputation 
of Dryden's poetry in general terms up to the publication in 1920 oE 
Mark Van Doren's book The Poetry of John Dryden , and then to survey 
the main critical emphases in the modern revival of Dryden's poetry 
which has followed the appearance of that study. Criticism of the 
individual poems will be considered in the next chapter, which, in 
its greater attention to detail, complements the necessarily selec-
tive and general treatment here given. 
We shall begin with a sketch of the shifting attitudes towards 
Dryden's poetry prior to 1870 . There have been three studies of the~ 
reputation that, together, cover the period of two centuries up to 
the beginning of our own . Miss Virginia Cubbage, in an unpublished 
doctoral dissertation entitled "The Reputation of John Dryden, 1700·-
1779," has studied the material published from the time of the poet's 
death to the appearance of that monument of judicial criticism, 
Samuel Johnson's Life of Dryden . Miss Cubbage, who divides her study 
into two parts, 1700-1717, and 1717-1779, shows by a thoroughly docu-
mented investigation of critical essays and allusions, that in the 
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first period "Dryden was regarded as the master versifier" and "the 
great authority," although in the opinion of a few leading literary 
lights, including Dennis and Addison, Milton was considered a greater 
poet. 1 She traces the steadily high reputation of Dryden, which 
rests mainly on regard for his style and versification, down to the 
middle of the eighteenth century, when objections to plagiarism, in-
decency, and lack of feeling in his poetry became more frequent in 
discussions and references. 2 In the second division of her study 
Miss Cubbage observes a tendency to tie Dryden's reputation to Pope's 
as well as to compare the two, and to indulge in the practice of 
"ranking" the great poets: 
Dryden was considered the greater genius; Pope the greater artist. 
Dryden was judged superior in the field of lyric poetry; Pope, in the 
field of didactic poetry. Both poets were said to have excelled in 
the field of satire. But whether Dryden was placed above or below 
Pope, he was never preferred to Milton. Even his most ardent follow-
ers, including Gray and Johnson, would do no more than give him a 
place next to Shakespeare and Milton as the third greatest English 
poet.3 
Ranking poets continues to be a favorite critical exercise for the 
l(Northwestern University, 1944), p. 120. 
2Pages iv-v. Compare her mention here of plagiarism as an issue 
with her denial (p. 260) that "the so-called romantic development, 
which had a profound influence on the reputation of many of the neo-
classicists because it insisted on originality, did not affect Dryden's 
reputation to any great extent before 1779." 
3Page 260. 
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next hundred years, with Dryden slipping further and further down the 
scale as the decades pass. Miss Cubbage finds the criticism of Dr. 
Johnson to be fresh and original, except for his views on the plays. 
She especially stresses the centrality of Dr. Johnson's praise of Dry-
4 den's versification, arid his influence on English poetry, both, but: 
especially the latter, important issues in the modern reputation. 
Two recent writers have reviewed the issues of Dryden criticisn1 
since Johnson. "Reputation: Conclusion," the last chapter in Van 
Doren's book, is readily available to anyone who would wish a more de-
tailed survey of the last century than may be found in the present 
investigation. His neglect of the criticism of James Russell Lowell, 
however, accounts for the decision to begin my more specific study in 
this chapter with 1870, the year of Lowell's essay on Dryden, rather 
than with 1895, the year that saw the completion of the Saintsbury re-
vision of Scott's edition of Dryden's works. Less accessible, but 
valuable as a corrective, at least, to Van Doren's minimal discussion 
of Lowell, is the unpublished dissertation by Byron D. Murray, 
"Lowell's Criticism of Dryden and Pope·,"· "HM~>.- ~Ul\1\3\"i"i:S dru- d'trgree crf: 1. 
originality and independence that can be ascribed to Lowell by comparing 
his criticism with that of his major predecessors. Murray finds that 
although the reputation of Dryden is at a low ebb in the period between 
the writings of Johnson and Lowell, that appreciation of Dryden neve:r 
4Page 302. 
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completely dies out even in the middle of the nineteenth-century.S 
A consideration of some of the milestones of late eighteenth-and 
nineteenth-century opinion is necessary as a background for our study, 
before continuing the topic of Dryden's poetical reputation where Van 
Doren and Murray leave it off. 
Mark Van Doren suggests that the decline of Dryden's critical 
standing in the nineteenth-century can be traced back to the middle 
of the previous century: 
In whatever relation he was kept to Pope, Dryden's position on the 
scale of English poets at the end of the eighteenth-century was very 
different from that which he had enjoyed in 1700. During the first 
half of the eighteenth-century, roughly speaking, it was customary 
to mention him without shame among the most famous of all poets, to 
set him a little lower perhaps than Shakespeare and Milton and 
Spenser but at least to leave him secure in their company •••• 
Men like Joseph Warton changed all that. His sentimental but potent 
essay on Pope in 1756 placed the Elizabethans on another level from 
the Augustans, and refused Dryden and Pope admittance on any poet-
ical basis to the society of Shakespeare and Spenser and Milton. 
Among what he called "the second class" of poets, the panegyric-al, 
occasional, and didactic poets, he found the author of Windsor 
Forest , The Rape of the Lock , and Eloisa to Abelard first because 
of his perfection; but the author of Alexander's Feast crowded a 
close second by virtue of the "genius" he had shown in that "divine" 
poem. 6 
The enthusiasm of Sir Walter Scott for "Glorious John" Dryden, 
whose works he edited and whose portrait he worked into one of his 
S(state University of Iowa, 1945), p. 76. 
6John Dryden: A Study of His Poetry, 3rd ed. (New York, 1946), 
pp. 249.,.250. 
novels, The Pirate , is not the least typical of the romantic view of 
Dryden. One has only to consider Scott 1 s eulogy of Dryden as the one 
who 
was destined, if not to give laws to the stage of England, at least 
to defend its liberties; to improve burlesque into satire, to free 
translation from the fetters of verbal metaphrase; to teach pos-
terity the powerful and varied poetical harmony of which their lan-
guage was capable, to give an example of the lyric ode of unapproach-
ed excellence; and to leave English literature a name, second only t:o 
those of Milton and Shakespeare.7 
Such extreme praise, already out of fashion, as Van Doren has shown, 
was never to appear again from a reputable critic of Dryden. 
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Consider, however, the response to Scott 1 s enthusiasm for DrydEm 
evoked from Wordsworth in a letter written in 1805: 
I was much pleased to hear of your engagement with Dryden; not that he 
is, as a Poet , any great favourite of mine . I admire his talents ~ld 
Genius greatly, but he is not a poetical genius. The only qualitie~; I 
can find in Dryden that are essentially poetical are a certain ardour 
and impetuosity of mind with an excellent ear: it may seem strange 
that I do not add to this great command of language; that he certainly 
has, and of such language, too, as it is most desirable that a Poet 
should possess, or rather, that he should not be without; but it is 
not language that is, in the high sense of the word poetical, being 
neither of the imagination nor of the passions; I do not mean to say 
that there is nothing of this in Dryden, but as little, I think, as is 
possible, considering how much he has written. You will easily undE!r-
stand my meaning when I refer to his versification of Palamon and 
Arcite , as contrasted with the language of Chaucer. Dryden has neither 
7
"Life of John Dryden" Ll80§./, Works of John Dryden, I (Edinbm:gh, 
1821), 532-533. 
a tender heart nor a lofty sense of moral dignity: where his 
language is poetically impassioned, it is mostly upon unpLeasing 
subjects; such as the follies, vices, and crimes of classes of men 
or of individuals. That his cannot be the language of imagination 
must have necessarily followed from this, that there is not a 
single image from Nature in the whole body of his works; and in his 
translations from Virgil, whenever Virgil can be fairly said to 
have his eye upon his object, Dryden always spoils the passage.8 
Here are betrayed not only Wordsworth's characteristic criteria 
based on hostility to poetic diction and a related passion for image:s 
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from Nature, but the romantic assumption that satire involves emotions 
that are essentially unpoetical. 
The question debated during the nineteenth century, rather, was 
whether Dryden and Pope (with whom he was conventionally linked in 
the question) were great poets or even poets at all. William Hazlit:t, 
for example, sets Dryden and Pope as "the great masters of the artifi-
cial style in our language," over against Chaucer, Spenser, Shakes-
peare, and Milton, the masters of "the natural" kind of poetry, allc1w-
ing that "though this artificial style is generally and very justly 
acknowledged to be inferior to the other, yet those who stand at thEl 
head of that class, ought, perhaps to rank higher than those who 
occupy an inferior place in a superior class. "9 Such rigid categor·· 
izing is typical of Dryden criticism in the nineteenth century. In 
8cited from Markham L. Peacock, The Critical Opinions of Willie~ 
Wordsworth (Baltimore, 1950), p. 245. 
9"on Dryden and Pope~; Ll8l~/, The Complete Works of William 
Hazlitt, ed. P. P. Howe, V (London, 1930), 68. 
Hazlitt's case it goes so far on the one hand as to grant to Dryden 
"a kind and degree of excellence which existed equally nowhere elset" 
and on the other hand to doubt whether Pope (and Dryden by impli-
cation) was a poet at all--although "if he was not a great poet, he 
must have been a great prose-writer, that is, he was a great writer 
of some sort ... lO In a similar manner, Ralph Waldo Emerson, writing 
in 1872 on Poetry and Imagination, finds Dryden's poetry deficient 
in inspiration, perhaps "polite verse" more properly so called than 
11 poetry. 
Matthew Arnold, in a considerably more influential essay, has 
categorized Dryden and Pope as the founders of an "age of prose and 
12 
reason," suggesting that they were perhaps not poets at all. ElsE!-
where Arnold suggests that "the difference between genuine poetry and 
the poetry of Dryden, Pope, and all their school, is briefly this: 
their poetry is conceived and composed in their wits, genuine poetry 
is conceived and composed in the soul."13 Mark Van Doren's remarks 
10Pages 68-69. Typical also of nineteenth-century criticism is 
Hazlitt's comparison of Dryden and Pope, in which the earlier poet 
comes off as "a better prose-writer and a bolder and more varied 
versifier," "A more vigorous thinker, a more correct and logical de·-
claimer," who "had more of what may be called strength of mind than 
Pope; but ••• not the same refinement and delicacy of feeling" 
(p. 79). 
11cited from Van Doren, p. 256. 
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12Arnold, "Thomas Gray," Essays in Criticism, 2nd series (Lond<m, 
1941)' p. 68. 
13"The Study of Poetry," published as 
The English Poets, ed. T. H. Ward (1880). 
cism, 2nd series pp. 30-31. 
the General Introduction to 
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on this passage come to grips with the assumptions about the nature 
of poetry that underlie his distinction , discriminating against Dry-
den. 
"Soul" in Arnold suggests stoicism; stoicism suggest philosophic 
melancholy ; philosophic melancholy suggests sentiment; a poem "con-
ceived in the soul" suggests a poem conceived in spiritual pain . 
Arnold's touchstones, if not sentimental, did deal in pain, sad 
old memories, and death, an atmosphere which Dryden could hardly 
expect to survive . If there were to be no touchstones ringing 
with malice, disdain, or merriment, Dryden could lay no claim 
to a soul. He had not written his verse to "console" or "sustain" 
a bewildered generation of fin de siecle scholars. He had written 
to please hard-headed men of the world; he had labored to satisfy 
critics of poetry, not critics of souls . He had written genuine 
poetry, but he was not a Dante . l4 
Further light is cast on Arnold's poetic values in a passage in which 
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the topic is Dryden's "poetic diction"; Arnold agrees with Wordsl-rort:h' s 
condemnation, and he conunents on the source of "genuine poetry" in the 
course of his discussion. "This poetry is often eloquent," he says, 
"and always, in the hands of such masters as Dryden and Pope, cleve1:; 
but it does not take us much below the surface of things, it does nClt 
give us the emotion of seeing things in their truth and beauty."l5 
The influence of Arnold can be felt in much of the subsequent 
criticism of Dryden around the turn of the century. It is obviously 
behind Pater's observation in his essay on "Style" (1888) that Drydun's 
14John Dryden: A Study of His Poetry, pp. 256-257. 
15"Thomas Gray," p. 68. 
poetry was prosaic. 16 It is evident in Taine's History of English 
Literature (1886), where Dryden's poetry is called "but a stronger 
prose."17 Taine also indulges in the customary nineteenth-century 
practice of calling Dryden something less than a poet. Commenting 
. on partisan spirit of The Medal, Absalom and Achitophel, Religio 
Laici, and The Hind and the Panther , Taine observes, "It is a long 
way from this combative and argumentative existence to the reveries 
and seclusion of the true poet. Such circumstances teach the art oJ: 
writing clearly and soundly, methodical and connected discussion, 
strong and exact style, banter and refutation, eloquence and satire ; 
these gifts are necessary to make a man of letters."18 
Arnold's influence can be felt in A. W. Ward's complaint in 1880 
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that Dryden lacks "lyric depth," and "true sublimity," that he "does 
not speak to the heart," although "he is master of his poetic form." 19 
Such a distinction is the source of much faint praise bestowed on 
Dryden as a "technician" in verse, which is plainly something less 
than "poet." In his later and fuller treatment of Dryden in the 
16Appreciations, with an Essay on Style (New York, 1902), p. 3. 
17Rev. ed., trans. Henry Van Laun, II (New York, 1900), 264. 
18Page 225. 
19"Dryden' s Verse," Collected Papers, IV (Cambridge, 1921), 79 . 
It was in 1880 that Arnold wrote on Dryden for Ward's English Poets. 
Cambridge History of English Literature (1912) Ward complains that 
Dryden's originality was "essentially of treatment" only; that is, 
that we seldom find in Dryden passages "where the feelings of the 
individual man burst the bonds," or poetry which "touches ••• sym·· 
pathetic chords in the heart," or which can "carry the reader out oJ: 
himself and beyond himself into the regions where soul speaks to 
soul. " 20 Against these patently romantic standards any scattered 
virtues that Ward sees in Dryden's poetry do not count for very much. 
As the previous chapter has shown, Macaulay and after him W. D. 
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Christie, have made the question of Dryden's moral character a cen-
tral issue in his reputation in the middle of the nineteenth century. 
Not that it never was before, of course, for ever since the vilifi-
cation of the poet by his political and sometimes personal enemies, 
critics and biographers have had to face the charges of time-serving 
and insincerity brought against the poet who changed his mind. But 
the severity of Macaulay's judgment has been seen in contrast to tht~ 
prior judicious interpretation of Dr. Johnson and the sympathetic in-
sight of Sir Walter Scott. Not only does Macaulay present Dryden as 
the product of a vicious age, but because of his Whig and Protestant 
bias, he treats Dryden's poetry as the inferior product of an inferi or 
age poetically. For a fuller estimate by Macaulay of Dryden's poet:cy, 
and one with perhaps less intensity of biographical condemnation than 
20cHEL, VIII (New York, 1939), 63-64. 
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the notorious attack in his History of England, one should go to his 
Edinburgh Review essay on Dryden of January, 1828. Nevertheless, the 
form and method of this essay is that of biographical criticism, and 
if Macaulay finds things to praise in a number of Dryden's poems, he: 
seldom feels , that Dryden has lived up to his poetical lights. On the 
whole he pictures the poet as "a man possessed of splendid talents, 
which he often abused, and of a sound judgment, the admonitions of 
which he often neglected; a man who succeeded only in an inferior del-
partment of his art, but who, in that department, succeeded preemimmt-
ly; and who, with a more independent spirit, a more anxious desire of 
excellence, and more respect for himself, would, in his own walk, have 
attained to absolute perfection."21 In this essay Macaulay also sets 
up his own set of categories in order to provide a proper pigeon-hole 
for Dryden. Deciding that "the creative faculty, and the critical 
faculty, cannot exist together in their highest perfection," he ranlcs 
Dryden as "perhaps the greatest of those whom we have designated as 
22 the critical poets," a category inferior, of course, to the creati ve 
poets. 
It is against such a background here sketched, a background of 
sweeping generalizations that relegate Dryden to a second level of 
poet, or condemn his poems as documents in a tarnished biography, that 
21critical, Historical, and Miscellaneous Essays, II (New York ., 
1877), 375. 
22Pages 325, 351. 
we must see appreciative views of James Russell Lowell, the first 
really enthusiastic admirer to write at length on Dryden's poetry 
since Sir Walter Scott. Lowell's insight into the relationship be-
tween Dryden's political and religious conservatism and his tenden-
cies to skepticism makes him, along with Scott and later Saintsbury, 
one of the few critics of the nineteenth century to anticipate the 
interpretation of his conversion that is a part of the twentieth-
century rehabilitation of Dryden. Such a sympathetic view frees 
Lowell from many of the prejudices which touched so much of the Dry-
den criticism of his day. If he follows his age in placing Dryden at 
the top of a "second class of English poets,"23 he does not stop with 
rigid classification, but goes on to make his own evaluations, not 
oblivious of traditional views, as Murray has shown, but with an in·· 
dependent spirit. 24 Lowell genuinely deplores the neglect of Dryden 
in his own day that makes him say that although "no library is com-
pledge without him, /and/ no name is more familiar than is, • it 
may be suspected that few writers are more thoroughly buried in that 
great cemetery of the 'British Poets. 11125 
23 - -
"Dryden" j_l87Q/, Among My Books (Boston, 1895), p. 4. 




Lowell's critical method, to use the term loosely, is basically 
personal and impressionistic. Nowhere is this more plain than in the 
following passage: "At whatever pried of his life we look at Dryden, 
and whatever, for the moment, may have been his poetic creed, there 
was something in the nature of the man that would not be wholly sub-
dued to what it worked in. There are continual glimpses of something 
in him greater than he, hints of possibilities finer than he has done. 
You feel that the whole of him was better than any random specimens,, 
though of the best, seem to prove."26 Or there is his statement that 
''whatever else Dryden may have been, the last and abiding impression 
of him is, that he was thoroughly manly. "27 Lowell repeats this im·· 
pressionistic judgment in adjectives scattered throughout his dis-
cussion of Dryden; in fact, vague praise of Dryden's "manliness" or 
"masculinity~' as a poet can be found in the remarks of a number of 
impressionistic critics. 
There are several qualities and passages in Dryden's literary 
canon that call forth Lowell's enthusiasm, but perhaps his remarks 
on the satires are especially important, because they show his 
approval of a mode of writing not generally valued in the nineteenth 
century, and because he makes his points by comparison with the sat:lre 
of Pope. Lowell's taste for Dryden's satire is strong, and he feel:; 
26page 8. 
27Page 8. 
no compunctions about it, for he finds "no malice in it"; "Dryden is 
never dastardly, as Pope often was."28 And, if Dryden's satire is 
coarser than Pope's, it "goes right to the rooted character of the 
man _[being dissecte.5!7, to the weakness of his nature,,, while Pope's 
"is too much occupied with the externals of manners, habits, persona.l 
d f d 1. . . ..29 e ects, an pecu LarLtLes. 
Lowell finds a number of things to criticise in Dryden's poetry. 
He particularly objects to Dryden's poetic diction, with its Latinate 
words and phrases, and its personifications, so plentiful in all of 
Dryden's poetry, especially in the translations and Chaucerian para-· 
phrases. 30 He suggests that Dryden's unevenness in quality ("unless 
in argument, lb.~} is seldom equal for six lines together") is due to 
an unwillingness to correct what he wrote. 31 Noting that Dryden has 
done some of his best work in translating, adapting, and imitating, 
while some of his more original poems are poorly constructed, Lowell. 
suggests that Dryden was lacking in the "constructive faculty" and 
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that "his enthusiasm needs the contagion of other minds to arouse it."32 
Unimpressive in his most general remarks, Lowell is at his best 
in appreciative conunents on particular topics or poems. Without his 
28pages 67, 70 . 
29Pages 67-70. 
30pages 2, 73-75. 
3lpages 14, 64 . See also pp. 21-22 . 
32Pages 1, 66. 
closer consideration of individual poems (which will be taken up in 
the next chapter) one would tend, on the strength of his summary re-
marks, to miss the distinctive note of enthusiasm in Lowell's criti-
cism of Dryden. For example, Lowell decides with his contemporaries 
that Dryden is something less than a great poet--rather he is "a 
strong thinker who sometimes carried common sense to a height where 
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it catches the light of a diviner air, and warmed reason till it had 
wellnigh :the illuminating property of intuition. " 33 And, if Dryden 
makes up in the poetic quality of his common sense what he lacks in 
higher imagination, he has given us a great deal to value him for: 
his ability to say things "clearly in the best words" is, considering 
the "rickety sentiment looming big through misty phrase which marks 
so much of modern literature, • • • as bracing as a northwest wind . 
He blows the mind clear. In ripeness of mind and bluff heartiness 
of expression, he ranks with the best."34 
The biographical essay published in 1878 by John Churton Collins 
contains some general criticisms of Dryden and a few casual remarks 
on Dryden's main works. Collins is typically Victorian in his rigid 
ranking of Dryden. "The judgment of our forefathers which assigned 
to Dryden the third or fourth place among English poets will not be 
33Pages 78-79 . 
34page 79 . 
b d b d . . . 1135 corro orate y mo ern cr~t~c~sm. Collins recognizes, in fact, 
that a narrow definition of poetry could be made which would exclude 
Dryden from the title of poet because of his lack of imagination and 
certain "other qualities which constitute the essential distinction 
between poetry and rhetoric," such as a "sense of the beautiful, of 
the pathetic, of the sublime."36 But he prefers to extend the limits 
of poetry, so that Dryden stands "in the front rank of rhetorical 
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poets" for his "robust, vigorous, •.• lyrical, ••• and logical in-
tellect, intensely active and extraordinarily versatile," and for his 
"singularly fine ear for the rhythm of verse, and a plastic mastery 
over our language such as few even of the classics of our poetry have 
attained."37 
Collins finds historical reasons for appreciating the poetry of 
Dryden, and one issue is especially interesting because of the re-
vival of metaphysical poetry in this century. Collins praises Dryden 
for having "banished for ever the unpruned luxuriance, the licence, 
the essentially uncritical spirit, which had marked expression in the 
literature of Elizabeth and James," and for having "vindicated the 
substitution of a style which should proceed on critical principles, 




which should aim at terseness, precision, and point, should learn to 
restrain itself, should master the mysteries of selection."38 In his 
vague sweeping reference, Collins does not make it clear whether he 
is condemning the excesses of the last, decadent stages of metaphysical 
poetry, or the whole tradition, and, indeed, the distinction seems not 
to have occurred to him. Moreover, if Collins can afford high praise 
for how Dryden "had shown us how our language could adapt itself with 
precision to the various needs of didactic prose, of lyric poetry, of 
argumentative exposition, of satirical invective, of easy narrative, 
of sonorous declaration," as well as for the power of his couplets, 
the greatness of his satire, and influence of both his poetry and his 
criticism, in the final analysis he reasserts the old categorical dis-
tinctions, complaining, after all his praise, that "genuine enthusiasm 
is not there."39 In a later essay Collins attacks Dryden as "a poet 
••• utterly indifferent to Nature and Nature's works," or in other 
words, "preeminently a rhetorician, a man of robust but somewhat coarse 
temper, to whom facts and truths appealed not as they affected him 
aesthetically, but as they affected him intellectually and ethically."40 
38pages 1-2. 
39Pages 1-2, 85-86, 89. 
40•'Waller, Cowley, and Dryden," Poet's Country, ed. Andrew Lang, 
(Philadelphia, 1907), pp. 133, 139. 
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Another milestone in the rise of the critical fortunes of Dry-
den's poetry in the Victorian period is George Saintsbury's life of 
Dryden, which appeared in 1881, a year after Arnold's views about 
poetry in an "age of prose and reason." A critical biography in the 
appreciative tradition, Saintsbury's Dryden contains more comment on. 
the whole range of Dryden's writings than had previously been afford.-
ed by any other critic since Scott . And, if he tended to unsupported 
general statement, that is, to appreciation rather than to analysis, 
Saintsbury has taken a closer look at Dryden's poetry than more of 
the writers of his day. On the other hand, it seems to me that Jame:s 
M. Osborn is rather excessive in his enthusiasm for Saintsbury's 
"keen criticism" and "fresh ideas . "41 What price "freshness," for 
instance, if we must find it, as Osborn does, apparently without 
blame, in Saintsbury's dissent from the conventional dismissal not 
only of The State of Innocence , but 
with Nathanial Lee on an adaptation 
also of the barbarous collaboration 
42 
of Oedipus? On the whole, ho~1-
ever, Saintsbury is in the main critical tradition in constantly assert-
ing the importance of Dryden's vigor and variety in versification, a 
subject he was to elaborate in his later work. 
One reason, no doubt, for Sa in tsbury' s critical independence f 1com 
the prejudices of his day against Dryden's poetry is his awareness t hat 
41 John Dryden: Biographical Facts and Problems (New York, 1940), 
pp. 100-103. 
42 Osborn, p. 101. 
he should not expect Dryden to write like a nineteenth-century poet . 
''My natural man," he says to his Victorian readers, "may like Kubla 
Khan or Ode on a Grecian Urn , or the Ode on Intimations of Immortal-
ity , or 0 World! 0 Life! 0 Time! with an intenser liking than that 
which it feels for anything of Dryden's. But that arises from the 
pure accident that I was born in the first half of the nineteenth 
century, and Dryden in the first half of the seventeenth. "43 
It is Saintsbury's doctrinaire aestheticism rather than the 
historical method that gives his criticism of Dryden its detachment 
and independence. "There are," he declares, " • many mansions in 
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poetry, and the great poets live apart in them. What constitutes a 
great poet is the supremacy in his own line of poetical expression."44 
The context of this statement contains a sugges-tion that criticism 
should shift its attention from subject matter to method, avoiding 
the pitfall of approving a poet because his ideas are congenial. 
With such an approach, Saintsbury's praise of Dryden as "the greatest 
craftsman in English letters"45 does not carry with it, as it usually 
did with romantic critics, any intended slight, but it invokes a 
dichotomy between form and content that is too facile to accept. He 
discusses Dryden's modifications of the tradition of English poetry 
43Dryden (New York, 1881), p. 192 . 
44pages 189-190. 
45Page 189 . 
in terms of what he did to poetry as an "instrument or machine which 
had in past times turned out splendid work," and which Dryden "so 
altered ••• that, at its best, it produced a less splendid result 
than before, and became less suited for some of the highest appli-
cations, but at the same time became available for a far greater 
variety of purposes."46 The newest and distinctive element in Saints-
bury's criticism of Dryden is his technical analysis of Dryden's 
poetry in formal terms, considering not merely his diction, but the 
metrical characteristics of his couplet and the devices he used to 
achieve variety in form. 
In the next century Saintsbury was to devote further attention 
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to Dryden's poetic technique in the abstract in his various studies of 
English prosody. In A History of English Prosody (1908) and again in 
the chapter on "The Prosody of the XVII Century" of the Cambridge 
History of English Literature (1912) he pays Dryden the respect of a 
close analysis of metrical and rhythmical patterns which is chiefly 
significant for the way in which it vindicates the rhymed couplet, a 
bone of contention with most of Dryden's nineteenth-century critics. 
He goes so far as to call the much-despised couplet of Dryden "one of 
the noblest vehicles of verse ever put together. "47 Both books pro-
vide metrical analysis of Dryden's verse, noting variation of stress 
46Page 188. 
47A History of English Prosody from the Twelfth Century to the 
Present Day, II (london, 1900), 385. 
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and caesurae and emphasizi ng the variety Dryden was able to achieve 
in a form conventionally considered restrictive, by shifting the strc~ss 
or the caesura, and by use of triplets and alexandrines. His analysis 
pays little attention to the words or meaning of the passage involved 
until he has done with the technical discussion, to which he typically 
appends an unanchored appreciative passage, like the following: "It 
1Dryden's couple!/ is no longer a giant's club or mace or morgenste~~, 
not even an irresistible but somewhat unmanageable axe. It is a sword, 
with the power of the two-handed kind and the alertness of the rapier 
miraculously adjusted to each other, so that neither interferes, and 
both contribute. In satire it stings and swings with a lightness of 
motion as great as the depth and sureness of its blow; in argument it 
has the clearness as well as the weight of prose, with the added 
cogency of rhythmical phrase."48 His exclusively technical approach 
is evident in his comments on the couplets in the heroic plays, of 
which he says, "The actual poetic value of them does not here matter 
at all. A man of Dryden's metrical gift could not have written even 
ten or twenty thousand nonsense verses without becoming a thorough 
master of the metrical capacities of his instrument."49 Saintsbury 
is also high in his regard for Dryden's dramatic blank verse and for 
the metrical experiments conducted in the odes.SO Many of these sarne 
48A History of English Prosody, II, 386. 
49 6 CHEL, VIII, 2 7. 
SOCHEL , VIII, 266-268. 
points are reasserted in his discussion of Dryden in the notorious 
book The Peace of the Augustans: a Summary of Eighteenth Century 
Literature as a Place of Rest and Refreshment (1916). 51 
It was in 1887 that Gerard Hanley Hopkins wrote in a letter to 
Robert Bridges of his enthusiasm for Dryden: "I can scarcely think 
of you not admiring Dryden without, I w~y say, exasperation. And my 
style tends always more towards Dryden. What is there in Dryden? 
Much, but above all this: he is the most masculine of our poets; his 
style and his rhythms lay the strongest stress of all our literature 
on the naked thew and sinew of the English language. "52 Written for 
a public of one in 1887, Hopkins famous "naked thew and sinew" phrase 
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has become veritably a part of the twentieth-century revival of Dryden 
by being oft quoted. 
In the last two decades of the nineteenth century, no further 
major criticism was to make its appearance. Instead, there are a few 
general essays which echo the critical cliches of the age more than 
the more favorable opinions of Lowell or Saintsbury. Edmund Gosse's 
51 (London, 1946), pp. 5-6, 102-104. 
52The Letters of Gerard Hanley Hopkins to Robert Bridges, ed. 
Claude c. Abbott, I (London, 1955), 267-268. In an article "Dryden on 
Milton" (1903) Bridges indicates just how far he is from Hopkins. 
Accusing Dryden of dullness--of metre, rhythm, rhyme, and matter--in 
an outburst that suggests irritation, he calls Dryden "a poet with whose 
works I am by choice unfamiliar." Collected Essays, Papers, &C. 
(London, 1932), pp. 274, 278. Bridges is ever the Victorian, as Hopkins 
is a poet born out of due season. 
attempt in 1885 at an "inquiry into the causes and phenomena of the 
rise of classical poetry in England," for all its Victorian pro-
gressivism and its scientific-sounding purpose (to "contemplate 'vith-
out passion that precise, mundane, and rhetorical order of poetry"53 
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which embraces Dryden's works), gives us little more than Saintsbury's 
aestheticism applied to Dryden's disadvantage. He is concerned with 
"the formal character" of the change in the tradition of English 
poetry, "and not ••• its ethical or essential character; because 
poetry is an art, and must be regarded primarily from an artistic 
point of view."54 He does not share Saints):>ury's catholicity of taste. 
Gosse views the change from the prosodic freedom of the Elizabethans 
to the restricted modes . of Augustan poetry as resulting in an era of 
poets who were "tranuneling themselves by a series of pedantic and 
artificial rules, the function of which was to reduce to a minimum 
the effects possible to art."55 What regard Gosse has for Dryden's 
technical accomplishments is partly the result of his undervaluation 
of the preceding period: The Elizabethan age, apart from "a few giants 
and demigods" (Shakespeare, Spenser, Bacon, and Ben Jonson) , was "more 
or less an age of barbaric literature."56 Dryden and his kind, then, 
53From Shakespeare to Pope: An Inguiry into the Causes and 





are historically important for reforming poetry, but they merely 
"supplied that basis of style, in prose and verse, upon which all 
more recent literature has been elevated."5 7 
Richard Garnett in The Age of Dryden (1895) simply echoes the 
ideas and language of Matthew Arnold when he says that the "partie-
ular work assigned to the period was incompatible with a very high 
standard of poetry. • /It7 was the regeneration of English prose 
by the elimination of those elements which unfitted it for clear and 
precise reasoning. It was therefore fortunate supreme genius 
should have for the time died out, and have been replaced by a 
vigorous, terrestrial, unideal genius."58 Dryden himself is called 
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"doubtless the most prosaic of all our great poets, but inferior to 
none in intellectual force. "59 Without any really close consideratit:>n 
of Dryden's poetry, Garnett denies to him "the very highest gifts of 
all--originality, creative imagination, unstudied music, unconscious 
inspiration, lofty ideal, the power to interpret nature," and at the 
same time prefers him over Pope for "his more ample endowment with 
that divine insanity without which, as Plato truly says, no one can 
be a poet."60 One is at a total loss to know just what in Dryden 
57 Page 227. 
58Page 5. 
59Page 6. 
60Pages 38-39 . Garnett provoked a minority report in the form of 
a brief review by Lionel Johnson, who, writing in The Speaker for 
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bears the stamp of his "divine insanity." 
Oliver Elton in his book The Augustan Ages (1899) suggests a 
different but analqgous set of categories wherewith to discriminate 
Dryden's kinds of poetry from the real thing; Dryden's is an age of 
. . 1 h h . . "t 61 h cr~t~ca rat er t an creat~ve act~v~ y, entle, poetically inferior. 
Dryden and his contemporaries give us "the particulars of ugliness" 
in their poetry, to mention one of their worst faults--and yet "love 
and friendship, country and battle, death and the stars, beauty of 
the visible, are the stuff of poetry. Nor is the charge less if one 
other topic be added, the dealings between God and man. Argument 
and analysis, middle axioms, balancing and valuing of probabilities, 
all replace a poetical by a merely logical movement, as in the Religio 
L • 1 '1162 I ~~ Elton is severe on Dryden s intellectual shortcomings; he 
March 21, 1896, delivered himself of some appreciative remarks that 
contrast with Garnett's condescension. The reviewer found much to 
praLse Dryden for, considering the literary conditions under which he 
worked. Dryden, to this precursor of T. S. Eliot, was "a poet's poet, 
and only fellow craftsmen can fully appreciate his art" (p. 284). 
Johnson calls "the mighty Dryden" a "great literary light, a great 
roaring flame" beside "the teacups and the wax candles, and the little 
Mr. Pope of Twitnam" (p. 2~7). My references are to "The Age of Dry-
den," included in PostLiminium~ Essays and Critical Papers, ed. 
Thomas Whittemore (London, 1911), pp. 283-287. 
61Page 194. Macaulay, the reader will recall, calls Dryden a 
critical poet rather than a creative poet. 
62 
Pages 211-212. 
finds the poet deficient in "insight into life," "for he only utters 
with superior skill and sincerity the ideas of the average party man 
on the State or the Church. His work was to justify the higher 
rhetorical element in our poetry, and to find its forms, and this he 
did."63 Elsewhere, however, Elton questions Dryden's sincerity, 
accusing him of a "fatal proclivity to play the advocate" (a truer 
judgment than Elton knew, but without the onus of any necessary moral. 
condemnation), of excessive flattery, and, of course, of unworthy 
motives for his conversion to Rome. 64 
80 
Three minor items in the first decade of the new century are 
interesting for the way in which they reflect Victorian standards and 
opinions and for indications that, in spite of the more favorable 
criticism of Lowell and Saintsbury, Dryden is not very highly regardE!d. 
John B. Henneman, in an article in the Sewanee Review for January, 1901, 
entitled "Dryden after Two Centuries," echoes the critical cliches of 
the decades past. Perhaps most interesting is his sweeping judgment 
on the whole corpus of Dryden's literary efforts: "Quite alone stand 
the two short poems whereby he is best remembered, the two odes for 
St. Cecilia's Day. These last make Dryden's name a household word in 
English poetry; all else is largely mere material for the historian 
63 Page 221. 
64page 220. 
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and special student of literature."65 Henneman has all the conventic>n-
al and superficial attitudes of his day about Dryden's other works: 
the comedies are "licentious" and "profligate" and the heroic plays 
absurd; All for Love is Dryden's best play because so much of Shakes·-
peare rubbed off on it; he is the greatest critic before Coleridge; 
he rid English prose of the influence of Euphues; Absolom and Achito1~ 
is the best political satire in the language. 66 His estimate of Religio 
Laici and The Hind and the Panther involves him in the sort of dis-
tinction that praises Dryden's technique while ignoring his meaning: 
"it is purely as poetry, and not as philosophy or religion, that we can 
even glance at these two poems."67 
A similar sort of piece is a brief general essay entitled simply 
"John Dryden" which appeared in the London Bookman in November of 1906, 
under the pseudonym "Ranger." The essay repeats many of the convention-
al judgments to be found in Henneman; I cite it here only for its 
comments on the low reputation suffered by Dryden in the first decad•a 
of the twentieth century. The author refers to popularity rather than 
to critical reputation in his observation that "for a hundred years 
Dryden has enjoyed more than the usual share of the oblivion which is 
the common reward of so many writers of classicist rank. In our literary 




textbooks his position is as secure as ever. But his popular fame 
as a poet is now associated with one poem only--'Alexander's Feast . '"68 
The writer calls Dryden "the critics' poet," and "admittedly a great 
metrist," but laments that his lyric poems "never have the true esse1lse 
of the lyric, 'the cry from the heart . ' ••• Dryden was our first 
great critic, our first great prose -writer, a great satirist, a maSt•ar 
of metre, a brilliant translator--but a great poet he was not . 
Dryden's fame has suffered chiefly because it has been wrongly nailed 
to the mast of his poetry."69 Strange, indeed, are the critical can•::>ns 
that would bestow such praise, only to deny that the object of this 
eulogy was a great poet • . 
Less important, but perhaps worth mentioning for the same reasons, 
are the remarks of Stephen Gwynn, who, in a textbookish survey volume 
grandly titled The Masters of English Literature (1904) considers our 
poet in a chapter called "Dryden and the Prose Writers of the Restor-
ation . " The currency of Arnold ' s label is evident from the fact that 
Gwynn does not limit his discussion in his chapter to literal prose 
writers, but discusses poets and poetry as well. He calls Dryden 
"perhaps the least frequented of the immortals," and declares that it 
is only because of the satires and the odes that "Dryden really sur-
vives" in 1904. 70 
68vol. XXXI, 68 . 
69Page 69. 
70(New· York, 1904), pp . 142-143, 147 . 
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Between 1900 and 1914, when A. W. Verrall brought out his Lectu:res 
on Dryden , there are remarkably few important studies of the poetry. 
W. J . Courthope's chapter on "John Dryden and the Satirists of the 
Country Party" in his History of English Poetry (1903) paints Dryden 
as a changeling in all things, "essentially the man of his age, its 
servant and representative," first as a panegyrist, then as a great 
satirist, and "afterwards the theological apologist for the Court," and 
finally "purveyor for the more refined taste of the nation; and in each 
capacity his language, whether in prose or verse, took with admirable 
propriety the colour of his changing thought . " 71 Although he is nearer 
to Dr . Johnson than to Macaulay or Christie, Courthope interprets Dry-
den's whole career in the shadow of his suspicious conversion to Rome . 
Perhaps the most significant note on the positive side is Courthope's 
high praise of "Absalom and Achitophel" as supreme among satires,72 an 
indication of the weakening of the nineteenth-century hostility to 
satire as "unpoetic , " or an inferior sort of poem. 
Further evidence of a growing interest in satire in the early 
twentieth-century is provided by the publication of three rather un-
sophisticated discussions of the topic , not all of which value Dryden's 
satiric poems highly. Raymond M. Alden's study "The Rise of Formal 
Satire in England under Classical Influence" focuses on the period 
7lvol . III (London, 1903), 531 . 
72Pages 508-509 . 
prior to Dryden, but Alden considers Dryden "the greatest English 
satirist," toward whose works previous satirists were striving.73 
Karl Kuchenb~cker's schoolboyish essay on Dryden as a Satirist is 
tainted with romantic prejudices that cause him to praise Dryden's 
satiric poems for "their elegant diction, their easy versification 
and their clear and accomplished style, which often rises to pitches 
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full of high poetical vigour and dignity" and to condemn him at the 
same time for the satiric spirit they embody: "Dryden's satires 
••• are full of private grudges and bitterness against his victims, 
without any warm feeling towards those of his fellow creatures whose 
conditions he intends to improve."74 c. tv. Previt6-0rton in his book 
Political Satire in English Poetry (1910) is obviously interested in 
Dryden, whom he esteems "in the particular department of political 
satire," but this author's biographical method and bias cause him to 
discount much of the work of Dryden because he "was but a hireling 
after all, and praised or blamed as the court-wind blew."75 
Sir Walter Raleigh's lecture on "John Dryden and Political 
Satire," delivered at Cambridge University in 1913, is more general 
in scope than the title would suggest. 76 His opening remarks indicate 
73university of Pennsylvania Publications. Series in Philology, 
Literature and Archaology , VII, No. 2 (Philadelphia, 1899), 236-237. 
74(Magdeberg, 1899), pp. 20-21. 
75(Cambridge, 1910), pp. 100, 127. 
76This material was not printed until after Raleigh's death in 
1922, in a collection of essays entitled Some Authors (Oxford, 1923). 
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something of the state of Dryden's reputation at that date. "Whoeve·r 
speaks to-day in praise of John Dryden speaks to a world that is far 
from predisposed in his favour. The poetry of to-day has many kinds 
of excellence, but they are all remote from the excellence of Dryden," 
he tells 77 us. And again, "He still has his admirers, but they are 
dwindled to an old-fashioned quiet sect."78 Raleigh's essay is bio-
graphically organized and cheerfully general and appreciative, no 
doubt partly as a result of his sane view of Dryden's conversion. 79 
A. W. Verrall's Lectures on Dryden is the last important study 
to appear before Mark Van Doren's book came out in 1920. It is in 
the impressionistic-appreciative tradition, following along with the 
enthusiasms of the general studies of Lowell and Saintsbury. Verrall 
marks a kind of milestone in criticism as an indication of the waning 
of romantic and Victorian influences, as attested to not only by his 
genuine gusto for much of Dryden's poetry, but also by his suggestio1n~ 
that the poetry of Wordsworth and Tennyson "can hardly be of higher 
value than that of Dryden."80 Verrall is also in the main tradition 
77Page 156. 
78page 157. 
79"Indeed, I think that any one who takes the trouble to make 
acquaintance with Dryden's writings and the records of his life will 
find that there is no puzzle to solve. All through his life Dryden 
changed, or moved, steadily, in a single direction; he moved, and he 
never went back" (p. 165). 
80Ed. Margaret deG. Verrall (Cambridge, 1914), p. 1. 
of Dryden criticism (a line running from Johnson to Eliot) in his em-
phasis on Dryden as "the principal figure and agent in the formation 
of permanent standard English.rr81 Because his book consists of a 
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series of special topics rather than a general survey, most of Verrall's 
views naturally get relegated to the appropriate chapters elsewhere in 
this dissertation, where they can be considered in some detail. Besides 
a general introductory chapter on ·~ryden's Work, Character, and In-
fluence," from which I have quoted, he has chapters on Dryden's verse 
epistles, on Absalom and Achitophel , on the quatrain poems, on the 
religious poems, on the odes, on The State of Innocence , on All for Love, 
and on the criticism. But, to indicate briefly his place in the de-
velopment of Dryden criticism, Verrall constantly asserts the value of 
Dryden's poetry in his discussions of fairly restricted topics that 
provide opportunity to comment favorably on the poet's technical skill, 
at the very least, and to note further value in a number of the poems . 
Particularly significant is Verrall's careful, even sophisticated, 
analysis of Absalom and Achitophel , "the finest political poem that 
exists . "82 
Two documents published between Verrall's studies and Van Doren.' s 
show the persistence of the nineteenth-century attitudes toward the 
Restoration laureate. One of them, a review of Verrall by E. E. Kellett, 
81 Page 6. 
82The quotation is from p. 21; the discussion, which will be cCJn-
sidered in the next chapter, begins on p. 47. 
expresses surprise at Verrall's taste for poetry which the reviewer 
f • d II • h • d • f h • • d ll83 1n s 1n t e ma1n soun spec1mens o t e un1nsp1re • Kellett 
calls The Hind and the Panther "a piece of sublime hackwork" and in, 
sinuates that it was written with an eye to a reward he might expect 
for it from the King. 84 He deplores the lack of a sense of mystery 
in Dryden's poetry, especially in the religious poems, for "poetry 
without mystery is not poetry at all. "85 And then there is the com-
parative study "Dryden and Pope" in Stopford Brooke's Naturalism in 
English Poetry (1920), a wildly romantic chapter devoted mainly to 
Pope, but which does not neglect Dryden. Actually, Brooke uses him 
as a stick with which to beat Pope, who, he thinks, "refines what is 
natural in Dryden out of poetry altogether."86 He goes off into an 
unrestrained panegyric on the vigor of Dryden's verse ("mighty are 
the sinews, bold and loud the tramp of the horse he rides") in an 
appreciative passage on "that rough, natural, primaeval strength" in 
Dryden's poetry, only to declare that this quality in him is "but a 
remnant, for Dryden had artificialised his poetry by too much rever-
ence for technic, and denaturalised it by subordinating passion to 
87 
83"John Dryden," included in Suggestions: Literary Essays (Cambridge, 
1923), pp. 187, 204. 
84page 201. 
85Page 190. 
86 (New York, 1920), p. S. 
intellectual wit. "87 Brooke ,finds his remants in the Chaucerian 
adaptations (a "reversion to naturalism"), his lyrics (the stuff of 
"passion in poetry"), and the didactic poems ("Dryden's didactic 
poetry was of the poet himself; and concerned with matters in which 
he was involved and took an active interest. The force of person-
ality was behind it").88 
The groundwork for a revival of the poetry of John Dryden, it 
has been shown, was laid for the twentieth century by the nineteenth, 
which brought the reputation of the foremost poet of the Restoration 
to its nadir. Apart from the high regard of Sir Walter Scott, who 
stands in almost naked solitude proclaiming the praise of "Glorious 
John" to an age that was least prepared to find anything glorious at 
all in Dryden's verse, condemnation and condescension were nearly 
universal attitudes. In fact, romantic and Victorian critics were 
inclined not only to relegate him to a second class among poets, but 
to doubt whether he was a poet at all. Added to the low regard for 
88 
a kind of poetry which does not appear to be the expression of an 
exquisite soul, is the disrepute which derives from biographical 
criticism which accepts Macaulay's account of Dryden as a political 
and religious turncoat. According to this view, much of Dryden's 
poetry itself is "insincere" and hence significant only for historical 
reasons, or for its technical virtues. 
87Page 5. 
88Pages 6, 13-14. 
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This is not to suggest, of course, that the nineteenth-century 
did not afford any critics who cared for Dryden, for this is obviousl y 
not the case. But, as I have tried to show in my citations from 
numerous lesser literary historians and essayists in the Victorian e1~a 
and opening decades of the twentieth-century, the appreciative criti·· 
cisrns of a James Russell Lowell or a George Saintsbury had noticeably 
less influence on run-of-the-mill literary opinion than had the huge 
sweeping dismissals of Dryden from the ranks of the great poets which 
were so easily and so grandly accomplished by critics like Arnold and 
Hazlitt. The cliches of Dryden criticism right up to 1920 were based 
on nineteenth-century (that is, romantic) assumptions <bout the .. natur•~ 
of poetry, assumptions that by their very nature discriminated against 
the sorts of poetry which Dryden wrote. 
And yet the later Victorian period produced a corpus of apprec-
iative criticism that reasserted the importance and value of Dryden'::; 
poetry. Lowell, Saintsbury, and, though he comes a little later, 
Verrall, make up the panel of critics for the defense, and as such 
they anticipate the revaluation of Dryden that is to take place in t he 
1920's and 1930's. They share, for example, a common enthusiasm for 
Dryden's satire, for his metrical skill, for the effect of his verse 
on the poetic tradition, and in these regards they stand in line not 
only with their predecessors in Dryden's defense, Samuel Johnson and 
Sir Walter Scott, but they anticipate as well, some of the main points 
in the rehabilitation that was soon to follow. 
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When Mark Van Doren began his excellent doctoral study, "The 
Poetry of John Dryden," he was well aware of the fact that in spite 
of a number of favorable critical studies, "the world has not been 
inclined to make way for John Dryden the poet. "89 Van Doren's attempt 
to "make way" was published in this country in 1920, and demand for 
copies brought about a British edition in 1931. Twenty-five years 
after its original appearance, a third edition, substantially the 
same, was published in America. It has been a chief point of refer-
ence for subsequent scholarship and criticism, along with T. s. Elio t 's 
essays on Dryden, the first of which appeared in response to Van Dor«m' s 
book. Between them, they have set down the main lines of the 
apologia for Dryden's poetry to the modern age, and they have provoked 
the critical dissent that has developed since their works first 
appeared. It is the purpose of the remainder of this chapter to in-
vestigate the central issues of Dryden criticism, pro and con, in tht~ 
twentieth-century. The next chapter will consider the main studies ,,f 
individual poems, completing in greater detail the modern history of 
Dryden's poetical fortunes. 
Van Doren's "essay" on Dryden is a study of his artistic develop-
ment which, by a rapid survey of his poetic career, seeks to identify 
the real nature of his accomplishments, and to dissociate his positive 
successes from his bltm.ders. The theme of his book, then, may be stated 
89cited from the 3rd ed., John Dryden: A Study of His Poetry (Nt~w 
York, 1946), p. 1. All my references are to this edition. 
by his general observation that "the story of Dryden's poetry is the 
st6ry of a sinewy mind attacking bulky materials."90 
91 
This is not to say that Van Doren is not aware of Dryden's short-
comings, for he discusses many of them in his chapter "False Lights," 
showing how the poet "pursues with heavy steps the flashing heels of 
fancy" in the decadent metaphysical images of the earlier poems, how 
he fails at the delineation of human emotion in the plays and narrat:Lve 
poems, how "he is virtually barren of illuminating comments on life 
which move a reader to take new account of himself," how he sometimes 
confuses poetry with eloquence, and how he idealizes and generalizes 
Nature, particularly by means of the stock phraseology of poetic 
di . 91 ct1.on. But he acknowledges the "false lights" so that he can 
celebrate Dryden's poetica~ virtues without being misunderstood. He 
is perfectly aware that "Dryden is as unequal as any English poet who 
has written voluminously."92 
Central to Van Doren's appreciation of Dryden is his judgment 
that "the story of Dryden's conquest of English poetry for the most 
part is the story not of his material but of his manner. It is the 
story of a poet who inherited a medium, perfected it by long manipu-
lation, stamped it with his genius, and handed it on."93 He devotes 
90 Page 2. Compare Dr. Johnson's remark, "His compositions are 





his chapter on "The True Fire," then, to Dryden's best manner, explo:r-
ing the subtlety and variety and vigor in Dryden's versification, 
chiefly in theheroic couplet. In this respect Van Doren is not only 
in the critical continuum of Saintsbury, Scott, and Johnson, who 
asserted Dryden's accomplishments in exploiting the heroic couplet 
further than any previous practitioner, but in a sense he claims as 
the major value in Dryden the point that his nineteenth-century de-
tractors were so willing to concede, Dryden's craftsmanship, his 
technical mastery of form. This is not the only value that Van Doren 
sees in Dryden, but is the key to his discussion. Subsequent chapters 
are devoted to Dryden as "The Occasional Poet" ("he is the celebrant, 
the signalizer par excellence"), "The Journalist in Verse" ("Dryden 
was fascinated by the technical problems involved in making rhyme and 
reason lie down together. He was a versifier of propositions rather 
than a philosopher resorting to poetry, or even a poet speculating"), 
"The Lyric Poet" ("Dryden owes his excellence as a lyric poet to his 
abounding metrical energy"), and "The Narrative Poet" ("he, did not 
tell a story particularly well. Yet he always had the air of telling 
a story well; he was master of a swift and plausible manner"). 94 And 
in his preface to the third edition of his book Van Doren pleads for 
a recognition of the values to be derived from the cultivation of Dryden's 
94 
Pages 107, 169, 174, 209. 
"great ear" for verse, of "the craft of sound ••• with a man's 
interest in the muscle, the sinew, and the nerve of a poem that must 
95 be both heard and understood as saying something." 
93 
All this is more than merely a vindication of Dryden's manner, 
however, although it is surely that. It represents as well the 
acknowledgement of different kinds of poetry from the poetry of the 
heart, of the mystery of life, of the ineffable beauty of Nature. To 
one who, for example, considers the essence of poetry to be the spon·· 
taneous expression of a human soul, the lyric excellence which derivc~s 
from an "abounding metrical energy~' is a self-contradiction, while 
labels like "occasional poet~' and "journalist in verse" could be used 
only in a pejorative sense. In Van Doren's vocabulary, however, they 
are merely descriptive phrases for sorting out the kinds of poetry at 
which Dryden best succeeded. At the same time, he is not offering 
Dryden to the modern reader because he reinforces modern preconceptions 
about the nature of poetry. Rather, he somewhat testily deplores "the 
fact that verse is almost everywhere held in contempt, Ltha!} we hav•~ 
cults of sensibility and sincerity; we are marvelously responsive to 
ambiguities; we know how to plot the oblique course, to surprise words 
into revealing three senses where there was none before; we can find 





speech." Van Doren is asking of modern tastEl.l as he asks of reader:; 
who reflect Victorian standards, a catholicity that will allow the 
term "poetry of statement," for example, to be used without any taint 
f d . . . 97 o erogatory ~ns~nuat~on. This willingness to consider Dryden's 
poems on their own terms, as well as his emphasis on the poet's con-
summate skill in rhythm and rhyme, informs his discussion of the in-
dividual poems and provides the basis for his independent and schola:rly 
treatment of them. 
T. S. Eliot's Homage to John Dryden (1924) published in book fo·rm 
the essay which first appeared in the Times Literary Supplement for 
June 9, 1921. Ostensibly a review of Van Doren's book, which he 
praises, Eliot's essay soon becomes a stick with which to beat the 
romantics as much as a vindication of Dryden. He considers Dryden 
"one of the tests of a catholic appreciation of poetry," a test which 
the nineteenth-century, whose "tastes and fashions had no place for 
96page v~~~. R. W. Stallman, in "Dryden in Modern Poetry and 
Critic ism," unpubl. diss. (University of Wisconsin, 1942) accuses Van 
Doren of judging Dryden by romantic standards because he follows the 
nineteenth century in considering Dryden's a lower order of poetry, 
mainly on account of the negative emotions that make up satire (see 
p. 184). It is true that the assumptions about the nature o.f poetr.y 
that lie behind this sort of discrimination hark back to Arnold instead 
of look ahead to the "new" critics, but we cannot, as Mr. Stallman does, 
ignore so influential a study as Van Doren's simply because it is not 
modern in its methods or because he is that contemptible thing, a 
"scholar-critic." As far as critical method is concerned, Van Doren 
combines scholarship with appreciative observation, but he is extremely 
important to the history of Dryden criticism. It would be a colossal 
blunder, as I have tried to show, to identify Van Doren's views on Dry-
den with those of Arnold. 
97Page 6 7. 
95 
Dryden," could not pass. 98 ''We cannot fully enjoy or rightly estimate 
a hundred years of English poetry," says Mr. Eliot, "unless we fully 
enjoy Dryden; and to enjoy Dryden means to pass beyond the limitations 
of the nineteenth-century into a new freedom. rr 99 Shelley becomes thE! 
romantic foil to Dryden in Mr. Eliot's case for the Restoration poet. 
He particularly addresses himself to the old habit of considering Dry-
den hardly a poet at all, or as a prosaic one, as Arnold put it. Th:ls 
charge, he observes, rests upon "a prejudice that the material, the 
feelings, out of which he built is not poetic."lOO 
Not that Mr. Eliot stops short of making more explicit just what 
he values in Dryden--there are a number of perceptive comments on 
various aspects and characteristics of Dryden's poetry. He consistent-
ly calls attention to passages which display Dryden's "capacity for 
assimilation," his range of poetic activity, his ability (in the 
satires especially) "to make the small into the great, the prosaic 
into the poetic, the trivial into the magnificent," insisting at the 
- -
same time that "to dispose of him Lmerely/ as a satirist is to place 
an obstacle in the way of our understanding."101 One of the most 
98Cited from "John Dryden," Selected Essays (New York, 1932), 
p. 264. The accusation against the nineteenth-century, we have seen 
is an oversimplification that refers merely to the dominant attitudes 
of that period. 
~9Page 265. 
lOOpage 268. 
101 Pages 266-269. 
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interesting of his points, which implies more condemnation than is 
inunediately apparent, when one sees it in the context of modern criti-
cism in general, not to mention Mr. Eliot's own critical practice, ifi 
his observation that "Dryden's words ••• are precise, they state 
inunensely, but their suggestiveness is often nothing."102 His claim 
that in the elegy to Oldham "the lack of suggestiveness is compensatt~d 
for by the satisfying completeness of statement"103 has done little to 
take the curse from his judgment. 
These pronouncements all tend to indicate, it seems to me, that 
Mr. Eliot, like Mr. Van Doren and the positive tradition of Dryden 
critics before him, values Dryden's poetry for its technical qualiti•~s 
and for their influence on the course of English poetry, in the final 
analysis. He readily admits that "Dryden, with all his intellect, 
had a commonplace mind," and that he "lacked what his master Jonson 
possessed, a large and unique view of life; he lacked insight, he 
lacked profundity. 11104 Rather, Mr. Eliot praises Dryden as "one of 




104 Pages 273-274. 
105Page 274. 
Mr. Eliot's second major essay on the topic of Dryden's poetry 
is the first of the trilogy John Dryden: The Poet, the Dramatist, thE~ 
Critic (1932). In it he amplifies his original position, reasserting 
the value and importance of Dryden's poetic accomplishments. He 
places Dryden "far below Shakespeare, and even below Milton," and at 
the same time emphasizes in the instance of Dryden "a kind of impor-
t ance which neither Shakespeare nor Milton has--the importance of hi:; 
influence."106 The influence Eliot has in mind is a general, long-
97 
range influence, extending even beyond the decades in which poets like 
Pope and Johnson consciously exploited his tradition, and more im-
portant than any particular influence such as Dryden's legacy in the 
ode left to Gray, Collins, Wordsworth ("without Dryden the Intimations 
of Inunortality could not have been written"), Coleridge, and Tenny-
son.l07 Rather, Mr. Eliot affords Dryden his highest praise because 
it was he "who for the first time, and so far as we are concerned, 
for all time, established a normal English speech, a speech valid for 
both verse and prose, and imposing its laws which greater poetry than 
Dryden's might violate, but which no poetry has since overthrown."l08 
106 (New York, 1932), p. 5. 
107Pages 6, 21. 
108Pages 21-22. His concept of a "dissociation of sensibility" 
in the poetry of the seventeenth-century, which I shall take up later, 
radically qualifies the praise of Dryden's influence in this passage. 
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Once or twice he gets carried away with the importance of the point he 
is making: not only does he say that "it is hardly too much to say 
that Dryden found the English speechless, and he gave them speech,"l09 
which is good enough, if a little license be allowed, but he suggests 
h D d " h · d · id 1 · ·1· · .. no t at to ry en as muc as to any 1n 1v ua , we owe our c1v1 1zat1on. 
At any rate, the centrality of this point to Mr. Eliot's enthusiasm for 
Dryden is beyond question.lll 
In praising Dryden for having "restored English verse to the con-
dition of speech,'' Mr Eliot turns Arnold's accusation against him: 
"one of the good offices of Dryden in his satires is this: to show l.~s 
that if verse should not stray too far from the customs of speech, sc, 
also it should not abandon the uses of prose . "112 Like his predecess.ors 
109Page 24. Compare Samuel Johnson's dictum: ''What was said of 
Rome, adorned by Augustus, may be applied by an easy metaphor to Eng·· 
lish poetry embellished by Dryden, lateritiam invenit. marmoream 
reliquit , he found it brick, and left it marble . " 
110Page 27 . 
lllconsider, for example, his reiteration of the idea in comparison 
of Dryden's style with Milton's: "The living language which was Shal~es­
peare's became split up into two components one of which was exploitE!d 
by Milton and the other by Dryden. Of the two, I still think Dryden "s 
development the healthier, because it was Dryden who preserved, so far 
as it was preserved at all, the tradition of conversational language in 
poetry; and I might add that it seems to me easier to get back to healthy 
language from Dryden than it is to get back to it from Mil ton." Citt~d 
from "A Note on the Verse of John Milton," Essays and Studies, XXI(l935), 
32 . 
112Pages 13, 15. 
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speaking in Dryden's behalf, he praises the greatness of Dryden's 
"exact statement in verse," his skill in "sustained reasoning in verse," 
and his "first-rate oratorical persuasion," for "Dryden was the first 
man to raise oratory to the dignity of poetry, and to descend with poetry 
to teach the arts of oratory; and to do any one thing with verse better 
than anyone else has done it, is no small achievement."113 These are the 
virtues of Dryden's poetry which most clearly demand of the reader a 
notion of poetry broader than that of the nineteenth-century. 
The emphasis on Dryden's technical accomplishments in the forms of 
his choice--the vigor and versatility of his couplet verse, its adapt:-
ibility to the material and modes in which he wrote, and his performance 
with other traditions, such as the ode, the normality of his diction 
and speech rhythms--is the central emphasis in the revival of Dryden's 
poetry. It is not so much a new point in the history of Dryden criti-
cism (it is hardly that at all) but it comes in an era in which cloSE!r 
attention to words, to structure and texture, is basic to its critical 
methods, which have advanced beyond the vaguely impressionistic 
commentary of earlier criticism, which all too frequently was barely 
even anchored to the text of the poem being discussed. What was in 1:he 
earlier period a very minor value, "mere teclmical ability, " has become 
considerably more important, the main basis of Dryden's modern poetit:!al 
113 Pages 15-19. 
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reputation and influence. 
David Nichol Smith, for example, strikes this note in 1925 when 
he calls Dryden "a great craftsman who exercises his craft with care-
1 f • d d fl • t II 114 ess con 1 ence an un agg1ng zes • Professor Smith is especially 
in teres ted in Dryden's various "metrical experiments," particularly i.n 
115 
the heroic couplet. 
A similar emphasis can be found in most of the scattered essays 
of Bonamy Dobr~e on Dryden's poetry~ Dob~e pictures the poet as 
"concerned almost wholly with his art, with language; the rest of life, 
given reasonable comfort, was in the main indifferent to him."116 Hi.s 
pronouncement that "the chief work of his long, patiently arduous life 
consisted in creating a language fit for civilized Englishmen to use" 
is obviously derivative of Mr. Eliot, as is his praise of Dryden for 
consciously setting about to recover for poetry certain elements of 
prose, contributing to the poetic tradition such values as "clarity, 
directness of statement, immediacy of effect and of nervous strength 
117 / 
and suppleness." As late as 1956 Dobree repeats essentially the 
114"Introduction," Dryden: Poetry and Prose (Oxford, 1925), p. xiv. 
115Pages 7-8. 
116"Dryden," A Variety of Ways (Oxford, 1932), p. v. This essay 
originally appeared as a lead article in TLS, Aug. 6, 1931, pp. 601-602, 
one of several such essays by sundry authors in various publications, 
commemorating Dryden's birth date. 
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same points, in a little book extolling Dryden as "the eager craftsman, 
moulding as he went the instrument he wished to use."118 His remarks 
on the influence of Dryden (on the ode down to Wordsworth, on the lyric, 
on Pope, and on Keats) do not extend our knowledge of this topic any 
further than the observations of Mr. Eliot. 119 In an article that con-
tains some more original insights, his '~ilton and Dryden: A Comparison 
and Contrast in Poetic Ideas and Poetic Method" (1936), Dobr~e takes 
fundamentally the same view of Dryden's poetry. Thus, he has it, "tc• 
Milton the craft was only a means, to Dryden, it was, partly at least, 
120 
an end." Dobree's antitheses about their respective influences on 
the poetic tradition show him again going to school to Mr. Eliot: 
Milton "built up a diction of his own, while Dryden used and developE!d 
the tradition. Milton made the language stiff and tortuous, even dis-
torted, unusable in that form by other poets • but Dryden made it: 
miraculously flexible. Milton may be the greater poet of the two, but 
in this respect he injured our poetry, while Dryden conferred upon it 
118 John Dryden (London, 1956), p. 14. 
119Page 39. Consider also another variation on Dr. Johnson's 
epigram about Dryden's improvement of the language. Dobr~e puts it 
thus: "He found it a tangled forest shrubbery, and left it a grove of 
flowering trees." Dobr~e complains that Dr. Johnson's metaphor is 
"somewhat clumsy," which is silly. Eliot's variation of it is based 
on a different valuation of Dryqen' s influence from Dr. Johnson. F01c 
this point, see page 17. 
120ELH, III (March, 1936), 84. 
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the greatest' possible benefit. "121 
The same emphasis on Dryden as a master of verse technique, who 
exploited and developed his medium with masterful versatility, is 
further documented by its repetition in a handful of general intro-
ductions to school anthologies of Dryden's works. Louis I. Bred-
vold's Introduction to his Poems of John Dryden (1934) is informed 
by Mr. Eliot's views on Dryden. Bredvold deplores those '~ho reject 
Dr yden because they demand of all poetry that it shall have something; 
of the prophetic about it," attacks those who call llis poetry pro-
saic, declares that '~hat Dryden aimed at was precision, finality of 
utterance," calls Dryden "the master of statement, the master of 
rise and fall, and of arrangement," praises him for brining into 
poetry "the ring and rhythm of normal speech," and describes his 
satiric process, as does Eliot, in terms of "the elevation to great-
ness" of trivial subjects. 122 Similarly, George R. Noyes observes 
in his "Biographical Sketch" prefixed to the second edition of his 
Poetical Works of Dryden (1950) that "Dryden's literary greatness 
••• depends, in greater measure than that of almost any other of 
121 Page 89. 
122(London and New York, 1934), pp. xi-xv~~. Borrowed from 
James Russell Lowell, however, is his remark, ·~o one poem, or set 
of poems of Dryden, can give the whole of him; to get at his great-
ness we have to take into account the whole body of his verse" 
(p . xv). 
the very greatest English poets, upon his mastery of the technique 
of his art."123 In a similar manner Douglas Grant in his rather 
commonplace Introduction to Dryden: Poetry, Prose and Plays (1952) 
stresses Dryden's "competence," his "most characteristic trait."124 
"Competence," says Mr. Grant, "has a dull sound in common-speech; it 
suggests a tedious limbo between excellence and incapacity; but it 
125 is, nevertheless, the foundation of all art." 
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Of the numerous other references that might be cited to document: 
the currency of this approach to Dryden's poetry, one of the most im-
portant is an article by Samuel H. Monk entitled "Dryden the Crafts-
man." Mr. Monk's essay appeared in 1946 in response to the third 
edition of Van Doren's famous study, and it identifies as a central 
thesis of that book and a main idea in most Dryden criticism since 
1920 the view of Dryden as "a craftsman working on important material," 
126 
"in the truest sense of the word a maker." "The main emphasis 
throughout {van Doren's book/," continues Monk, "is on Dryden's 
astonishing technical versatility, on his constant preoccupation with 
purely poetic problems, on his brilliant solutions of these problems,. 
123 (Boston, 1950), p. lxviii. 
124(Cambridge, Mass., 1952} p. 7. 
125Page 7. 
126 Sewanee Review, LIV (Autumn, 1946), 723. 
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whether in the sphere of language or meter or the rhetoric of sound 
and cadence."127 Professor Monk thinks, however, that although Dryd1m 
was "a great rhetorician," speaking consciously to a clearly defined 
audience, our modern society has 'so disintegrated that the poet speal<s 
to an ever-shrinking audience which has no use for powerful rheto'rical 
128 poetry like Dryden's. Rather, "until society restores poetry to 
its old and integral position in human life, it is not likely that D:ry-
den will come down from his place among the dead worthies and walk 
helpfully among living poets. For his craftsmanship has, after all, 
social implications that do not fit this age."l29 
Certain special studies of Dryden's verse techniques fit into t he 
account of the main lines of Dryden criticism at this point, vindicat-
ing and providing detailed support for the emphasis on Dryden's techni-
cal mastery and versatility. This sort of inquiry is not without pr,e-
cedent in the history of Dryden studies, however; witness Saintsbury's 
several investigations of the formal patterns of the heroic couplet 
in the hands of Dryden. More recent studies, however, do not i gnore 
the relation of sound patterns to meaning, as Saintsbury's analyses 
tended to do. Two such studies, both appearing in 1935 and both follow-





Development of the Rhetoric and Metre of the Heroic Couplet, Especially 
in 1625-1645," and George \Hlliamson' s "The Rhetorical Pattern of Neo-
Classical Wit." The former article, while not focused directly on Dry-
den, is superior in method to Saintsbury's studies because it examines 
the rhetoric of the couplet as a unit of both form and thought, showing 
how the half-line emerged as a basic unit, making for greater anti-
thesis, and how the practice of variation from the norm of the heroic: 
couplet developed to the place where at times a counter-pattern 
130 
appeared. The second article spans the period from Jonson to Dryden, 
showing how neo-classical wit developed in and by means of the anti-
thesis so typical of the heroic couplet . l3l Earl R. Wasserman has 
stressed the adaptibility of Dryden's couplet, which he describes as 
typically enjambed and hence compatible with free variation of the 
caesura, and with the use of such devices as Alexandrines, triplets, 
132 
and feminine rhymes, in contrast with the close couplet of ~ope. 
Wallace Cable Brown's book The Triumph of Form (1948) is con-
cerned mainly with the couplet after Pope, but his opening chapter 
130PMLA, L (March, 1935), 166, 171-173. Miss Wallerstein builds 
upon the work of Felix E. Schelling's "Ben Jonson and the Classical 
School," PMLA , XIII (1898), 221-249, an article on the couplet tradition. 
131 iMP __ , XXXIII (Aug., 1935), 55-81. 
132
"The Return of the Enjambed Couplet," ELH, VII (Sept., 1940)" 
239-246. Wasserman's distinction between Dryden's enjambed couplet 
and Pope's closed couplet is the basis for a study of the influence 
of Dryden's practice in the late eighteenth-century. 
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takes up prior development of the tradition and betrays clearly the 
influence of Mr. Van Doren on the subject of Dryden. This influence 
is evident in his statement that "the most important single contri-
bution that Dr yden made to heroic-couplet poetry was to expand its 
use into areas never before entered by the form and to confirm, by 
brilliant performance, its use in other areas."133 Brown's assertion 
is supported by capable analyses of the flexible and varied uses to 
which the poet put the couplet, analyses which show the adaptability 
of the verse form to larger units of structure and to variations in 
tone . He follows Mr . Eliot in his praise of Dryden as "a poet of 
magnificent denotation,"134 a tribute which only decades earlier 
would have seemed a contradiction in terms . 
A more extensive and detailed formal study is Giles M. Sinclair's 
unpublished dissertation, "The Aesthetic Function of Rime in Dryden's 
Verse" (Michigan, 1853). Mr . Sinclair examines the variety of uses to 
which Dryden put rhyme in his verse, taking as an assumption for criti-
cism the view that "Dryden's reputation as a poet, perhaps even more 
than Pope's, derives from the structure of his verse rather than its 
content," and that "therefore, the study of Dryden's poetry may correctly 
be concerned primarily with his poetic technique--his ability to state 
133The Triumph of Form: A Study of the Later Masters of the Heroic 
Couplet (Chapel Hill, 1948), p. 15. 
134Page 25. 
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or argue resoundingly in rimed verse." l35 This is not to say, howeve:r, 
that Mr. Sinclair studies rhyme in isolation from meaning, for he 
evaluates rhyming techniques according to their uses in particular pc•ems, 
in their relation to syntax and the idea being presented . His method 
and its value in assessing Dryden's poetic workmanship can be seen by 
the following summary of Dryden's poetic development: 
Dryden's skill in manipulating rime stems from .•. coordination of 
verse structure and rime. The early poems show him attempting by 
various (almost mechanical) means to secure this integration of rime 
and verse and missing his goal more frequently than hitting it. The 
static quality of much of Annus Mirabilis stems in part from Dryden's 
inability to control the rimes in the quatrain form and is displayed 
particularly in his reliance on the emphatic form of the verb to se-
cure a strong rime. The same stiffness is apparent in the early rimt~d 
plays where the rimes appear to impede the progress of the lines. 
However, as his skill developed, through the writing of thousands of 
couplets to be spoken on the stage, the rime became more and more 
woven into the poetic fabric. Especially when the versification of 
the later rimed plays is compared with that in the prologues and 
epilogues does Dryden's skill in fitting the rime to the poem as a 
whole become apparent. See against this background of development, 
then, the tremendous advance in craftsmanship in Absalom and Achitophel 
over that in Annus Mirabilis does not seem so strange.136 
Mr. Sinclair's analyses are excellently managed on sound assump-
tions about the relationship of rhyme to syntax and meaning. Especially 
effective is his treatment of the argumentative and satiric poems, where 
he shows how Dryden "chose as rimes, words important in the thought of 
the verse, contriving the lines so that the words came at the end of 
135Page 65. 
136Pages 148-149 . 
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the line without unduly interrupting the prose order," and reinforc-
ing his effects "through strongly stressed alliterative patterns."l37 
This point substantiates by technical analysis the comment by Mr. 
Eliot that Dryden's poetry is happily close to a prose norm. Mr. Sin-
clair's study also differentiates Dryden's rhyming techniques in 
different poems, establishing as well the subtlety and variety of his 
poetic practices. 
One of the "false lights" of Dryden's development as a poet dis-
cussed by Mr. Van Doren is his creation of "a consciously 'poetic' 
style," employing conventions of elegant circumlocution that make for 
rhetorical grandeur in places where no such quality is called for, 
such as his adaptations from Chaucer . 138 He particularly censures Dry-
den for stereotyping Nature by the stock diction of elegant periphrasis 
taken over into English from Virgil. 139 Behind this attitude lies a 
critical revolution on the subject of the language proper to poetry, 
stretching on the one hand, back to Dryden's time, and represented by 
Samuel Johnson's praise of Dryden's use of "those happy combinations 
of words which distinguish poetry from prose," to Wordsworth's famous 
attack on the poetic diction of the eighteenth-century in the Preface 
and Appendix to the Lyrical Ballads. 
137Page 149. 
138John Dryden: A Study of His Poetry, pp. 46-50. 
l39Pages 55-56. 
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Although modern criticism has sided, like Van Doren, with Words-
worth rather than Dr. Johnson, finding its chief values in the colloquial 
vigor of Dryden's "low" style, there has been a slight softening in the 
hostility towards poetic diction, chiefly on the part of the scholars 
and scholar-critics, as R. W. Stallman would call them, and resulting 
from the historical approach. This is not to say that opposition to 
this characteristic of some of Dryden's poetry is really declining on. 
the whole, as our discussion of the Chaucerian adaptations will show. 
An outstanding example of the strident objections to poetic diction is 
A. E. Housman's attack on the "lofty strain" in Dryden; Housman defines 
the employment of poetic diction as "always using the wrong word in-
stead of the right, ••• as ornament, with no thought of propriety.rrl40 
Apparently poetic diction fails to induce gooseflesh. Allardyce Nicoll 
likewise deplores the practice, although he finds Dryden not as ob-
jectionable as some others.l41 
The lessening of hostility to poetic diction can best be seen in 
a brief chronological survey of the investigations of the topic which 
have appeared in a span of twenty-five years. Thomas Quayle's book 
Poetic Diction (1924) seeks to reconsider the condemnation usually · 
afforded to the stock phraseology, but he deplores the failure of this 
14~ame and Nature of Poetry (New York, 1933), pp. 18-19. 
141Dryden and His Poetry (London, 1923), pp. 52-53. 
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kind of language in natural description, and he singles out as a 
notorious example Dryden's Chaucerian poems, where all is "cast in the 
one mould, and clothed in the elegant diction of the time."142 F. W. 
Bateson in English Poetry and the English Language (1934) attempts to 
consider the practice in a sympathetic light from the Augustan point 
of view.l43 And in his Aspects of Eighteenth-Century Nature Poetry 
(1935), Cecil V. Deane attempts to des~roy the clich~ that the con-
ventional poetic language was always lifeless and general. He finds, 
for example, values in certain sorts of periphrasis, particularly 
"all those expressions which evoke a sense of friendly companionship 
between human and other forms of life," so that even the hackneyed 
"finny race" can succeed in the proper context, and he considers the 
classical flavor and associations of Latinate words acceptable when 
consciously and skilfully used. 144 Reuben A. Brower similarly implies 
values in the Vergilian echoes in Dryden's poetry, although his 
article "Dryden's Poetic Diction and Virgil" (1939) is primarily 
descriptive rather than critical. 145 Geoffrey Tillotson also points 
142Poetic Diction: A Study of Eighteenth-Century Verse (London, 
1934), pp. 25-28. 
14~nglish Poetry and the English Language: An Experiment in 
Literary History (Oxford, 1934), pp . 67-68, 73-74. 
l44(0xford, 1935), pp. 14-15, 35-37. 
145~, XVIII (April, 1939), 211-217. 
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out in an essay on "Eighteenth-Century Poetic Diction" (1942) that 
Dryden often stereotypes Nature by use of stock terms, but that often 
his language is enriched by Vergilian connotations, and he suggests 
that even in describing animals, the stock phrases carry suggestions 
f h f h . h 1 d h . l"d 146 o t e concepts o p ys~co-t eo ogy, an are ence somet~mes va ~ • 
The connnents of Theodore Spencer in "Antaeus or Poetic Language and 
the Actual World" (1943) are not very helpful because they are contra·· 
dictory . 147 And finally, in what is probably the most important dis-
cuss ion of the topic to appear in recent years, The Language of Natural 
Description in Eighteenth-Century Poetry (1949), John Arthos has sho~l 
that even in connection with the most controverted use of poetic 
diction, natural description, the special vocabulary can be explained 
and perhaps justified by its relationship to the language of natural 
science: the terms were a part of "the connnon store of poetry and 
philosophy."148 His main source of illustrative material is the poetry 
of Dryden. 
146Essays in Criticism and Research (Cambridge, 1942), pp . 56, 
75-76, 80-85 . 
l47ELH, X (Sept., 1943), 173-192. One moment he says that "Poetic 
language at its best, transcends the language of the actual world," and 
the next he indicates that "the language of poetry • • • gets its 
strength • • • from the actual world" (pp. 174 , ... 178). 
l48(Ann Arbor, 1949), pp. vii-viii. 
Common to all these studies that seek in one way or another to 
explain and defend Dryden's use of the ready-made poetic diction, 
however, is a. historical method that seeks merely to explain his 
sources and to differentiate his uses of the stock vocabulary in 
passages relatively successful and rather bad. None of the writers 
claims that Dryden's practice is always defensible. Probably the 
only idea that would appeal to the modern reader is the suggestion 
that the suggestiveness or connotative qualities of Dryden's poetry 
are enhanced by those phrases which are exploited for the sake of 
allusive echoes of Virgil. Even then, however, in our not-so-class-
ical day, such poetic riches are caviar to the general. 
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The question of Dryden's influence on English poetry, given such 
a central position in Mr. Eliot's second essay on Dryden, and by him 
so securely tied to the matter of his craftsmanship and the normative 
quality of his verse, has not received adequate investigation. Mr. 
Eliot, as we have noted, is concerned mainly with a general influence 
on the whole tradition of English poetry since his time, although he 
does not allude to more specific influences of his couplets on the 
next century of poetry and also to his contribution to the English od·e 
tradition. Dryden's influence on Alex~der Pope, of course, is a comnon-
place of literary history; recent criticism has been mainly concerned 
with differentiating these two who previously have been yoked almost 
ll3 
almost inseparably for broad comparison and minor contrasts. 149 
The influence which Mr. Eliot sees is, of course, extremely 
diffuse after the couplet passes out of vogue, except in the instance 
of the ode, which the romantic poets espoused more readily. The 
citations of Bonamy Dobr~e on Dryden's influence, I have suggested, 
are completely derivative of .Mr . Eliot's, except for his mention 
150 
about Keats's debt to Dryden, which is common knowledge. Mr. Van 
Doren .devotes a couple of pages each to the influence of Dryden on 
Leigh Hunt's Story of Rimini and Keats's Lamia , the authors of both 
of which had indicated the influence of Dryden as one of which they 
151 
were aware. He also comments briefly on Dryden's legacy to Byron, 
particularly in Don Juan (common knowledge as well), and he adds 
rather unfortunately sketchy comments to indicate that "later in the 
century poets as different from Dryden and from one another as Tennyson, 
149 I refer, of course, to the view taken by F. R. Leavis, who 
places Pope in "the line of wit" as distinguished from the line of 
Waller, Denham, and Dryden; see Revaluation (London, 1936). I take 
this issue up at greater length later in this chapter. For the best 
discussion of Dryden's impact on the eighteenth-century after Pope, 
see Wallace Cable Brown, The Triumph of Form: A Study of the Later 
Masters of the Heroic Couplet (Chapel Hill, 1948). I have cited Brown 
on Dryden above . 
l5°For a more detailed study of the influence of Dryden on Keats, 
particularly on Isabella and Lamia , see Walter Jackson Bate's The 
Stylistic Development of Keats (New York, 1958), especially pp:-39-41 
and 150-171. Bate's book was first published in 1945. 
151John Dryden: A Study of His Poetry, pp. 260-264. 
114 
Poe, and Francis Thompson drew upon him for musical effects . "152 One 
could only wish for a comprehensive investigation of Dryden's influem~e 
in the period after Dr. Johnson. 
Mr . R. W. Stallman has written a provocative discussion suggest-
ing ntnnerous ways in which Dryden has influenced modern poetry, although 
at times he merely indicates a poetic "affinity" rather than claim a 
positive influence. More important than his notes on an apparent re-
vival of Dryden's couplets in some of the poems of Wyndham Lewis, 
Edith Sitwell, Edmund Blunden, W. H. Auden, and a few lesser lights, :Ls 
his discussion of a more general influence of Dryden on modern poetic 
practice: 
Twentieth-Century poetry follows that tradition of a natural conver-
sational style which is the style of Donne and Dryden, the abrupt, 
familiar, and consciously "manly" style in which nearly all of Wyat:'s 
lyrics are written. Twentieth-Century poetry rejects the other 
tradition: the adorned tradition of Spenser, the mellifluous and 
luxurious manner of his Amoretti , to which Milton's verse returned--
away from the tough realism and natural speech rhythms of Donne. 
Twentieth-Century poetry demands, in fact, just what Donne and Dryden 
can give it--something direct and masculine . l53 
Another area of Dryden's influence sugge·s ted by Mr. Stallman is that 
group of modern didactic poets of the 1930's, especially Auden, Spender, 
152Page 64 . \-7, P. Ker' s comments on the influence of Dryden on 
Keats's Lamia and Wordsworth11 s odes are echoes of Van Doren. See 
Form and:stYfe in Poetry, ed. R. W. Chambers (London, 1928), pp. 204, 
233. 
153
"Dryden in Modern Poetry and Criticism," pp. 116-117 . 
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and MacNeice; their relationship to Dryden is indicated by MacNeice's 
"plea for impure poetry, that is, for poetry conditioned by the poet':; 
life and the world around him." 154 This social view of the poet's 
task, directly in conflict with the anti-didacticism of Tate, Ransom, 
and Brooks, is, of course, a view close to that of the great Restoration 
poet laureate. 
One frequent implication of the critics who treat Dryden as a 
literary craftsman is the view that he is anti-intellectual, or con-
versely, that he is purely an artist. This view, we have seen, appea:rs 
in the Lectures of A. W. Verrall, who thought that Dryden "had no pro-
found or coherent theory in politics, in religion, or even in criti-
cism," and that Dryden's position on a given point is always "the logic 
155 
of the moment," unrelated to a system of thought. An even more ex-
treme form of this position is that of Allen Lubbock, who thinks that 
Dryden's whole literary production "can be explained as the child of 
a deep enthusiasm, which made him attach but little importance to re-
ligion or politics, or even to many aspects of literature itself. What 
excluded everything else was the love of expression for its own sake. 
He devoted himself therefore to increasing the efficiency of his in-
struments . "156 Lubbock pushes this idea so far as to say that Dryden 
154stallman, pp. 117-120. 
155Lectures on Dryden, p. 18. 
156 The Character of John Dryden (London, 1925), p. 6. 
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"loathed original thought," so preoccupied was he in increasing his 
poetic dexterity. 157 Less radical but similarly oriented are the vie•;vs 
/ 
of Bonamy Dobree, who in presenting Dryden as "the eager craftsman, 
moulding as he went the instrument he wished to use," says that "find-
ing as he progressed that he had no particular vision of life to impart, 
except for his always constructive view of order, he was content to d·o 
what came to his hand to effect. He did not appear to mind what he 
wrote about, so long as in writing he could continue his great chosen 
mission jof reforming numbers and dictiog/."158 And T. s. Eliot has 
observed that Dryden lacked "a large and unique view of life; he lacked 
insight, he lacked profundity," and that "with all his intellect, 
ih.~/had a conunonplace mind. ,.159 
It was to the extremes of this emphasis in Dryden criticism as 
well as to vindicate the moral character of Dryden that Louis I. Bred-
vold brought out his valuable little book The Intellectual Milieu of 
John Dryden in 1934. This study, because of its implications about the 
sincerity of Dryden's conversion, has been discussed in the chapter on 
the Dryden biography. It has obvious significance, moreover, for 
asserting the intellectual respectability of the poet. Bredvold, it 
l57Pages 7-8. 
l58John Dryden, pp. 14-15. 
159 
"John Dryden," Selected Essays , pp. 273-274. Compare once 
more the sedulous Mr. Dobr6e: "He had, possibly, a humdrum mind" 
(Poems of John Dryden, p. xv). 
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will be recalled, places Dryden's shifts towards a greater conser-
vatism in the old tradition of Pyrrhonian skepticism, represented 
in the seventeenth-century by Montaigne, Pascal, and Sir Thomas Brown•:l, 
relating this temper of mind to his ultimate fideistic position as a 
convert to Rome . Other intellectual currents in which Dryden partici-
pated, according to Bredvold 's investigation, include the new scienti·-
fie movement of the Royal Society, Catholic tactical fideism, as ill u.s-
trated by Father Simon's Histoire critique du Vieux Testament, and 
political toryism. While neither his skeptical distrust of reason nor 
the religious and political forms espoused by Dryden's ultra-conser-
vative mind are likely to make him popular today, Bredvold has, at 
least, removed the worst onus of the alleged superficiality and mind-
less inconsistency of Dryden's intellect, showing him to be in close 
touch with the ideas abroad in his day . This is not, of course, to 
claim that he was a profound thinker, or even, like Landor, to call 
him a great philosophical poet, 160 but it is to assert intellectual 
substance in Dryden's poetry, thereby doing his reputation a genuine 
service. 
Bredvold's book brought forth a number of reactions, mainly in 
reviews. Fairly typical is the position of Alan D. McKillop, who, 
like several others, doubts "whether Dryden ever had the sustained 
interest in scientific methodology that he shows in religious and 
160 
"To Wordsworth," Works of Walter Savage Landor, II (London, 
1868), 667. 
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political questions ."161 Professor McKillop inclines to "the old vie,11 
that Dryden was primarily a literary craftsman, " believing that "given 
a fair degree of tranquillity in Church and State, his natural in-
clination would be toward matters of taste rather than matters of 
speculation." And yet, he admits that his view is pretty much a matt,er 
of personal preference, and that as a result of Bredvold's "penetrat-
ing study" it will be "impossible for serious students to belittle his 
intellect or his personal weight." A. W. Secord shares Mr. McKillop's 
reservations about Dryden's knowledge of the new science, while George 
Williamson shares his positive emphasis: "no greater service could 
162 have been rendered Dryden. Moody E. Prior's discussion of Bred-
bold's work, while it affords some high praise, provides a corrective 
to certain oversimplificati9ns in Bredvold's discussion of the relation-
ship between Anglican apologetics and deism, and between skepticism and 
the new science of the Royal Society. 163 Mr. Prior's remarks merely 
testify to the complexity of the issues without in any way undermin-
ing the significance of Bredvold's conclusions. And finally, Richard 
R. Griffith's study of Dryden's scientific imagery documents at least 
a layman's knowledge on Dryden's part of alchemy, as well as a thorough 
understanding of the subject of astrology, both topics considered as 
161~, XIV (October, 1935), 376. 
162secord, JEGP, XXXIV (1935), 462-464, and Williamson, MLN, LI 
(March, 1936), 195-196. 
161MP, XXXII (Feb., 1935), 324-329. 
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sciences in the seventeenth-century.l64 
There are no similar investigations of themes in Dryden's poetry 
of such scope or importance, although there are a few lesser studies 
that are rather good, and a few more with damaging inadequacies. 165 
Actually, I suppose, when Mr. Bredvold was through with the thematic 
relationships between Religio Laici and The Hind and the Panther, 
there was very little else to be said on the topic. But other thematic 
studies have appeared. Several of them, such as Merritt Y. Hughes' 
article "Dryden as a Statist," Louis Teeter's study "The Dramatic Use 
of Hobbes' Political Ideas, 11 or Miss Mildred E. Hartsock's "Dryden's 
Plays: A Study in Ideas," and Bredvold's "Political Aspects of Dryden's 
Amboyna and The Spanish Fryar," belong in a later chapter of this 
dissertation, but they serve further to document Dryden's awareness of 
intellectual issues. An investigation by G. M. Tumell of "Dryden and 
the Religious Elements in the Classical Tradition" (1935) handles ideas 
164"Science and Pseudo-Science in the Imagery of John Dryden," 
unpubl. diss. (Ohio State University, 1956). See especially pp. 163-164. 
16~r. Montague Summers denies vehemently that Dryden's poetry is 
important mainly for its craftsmanship, although his wild claims ought 
not to be identified with a scholarly investigation like Bredvold's. 
Summers calls Dryden "a poet of the highest order," praises him for 
"so rare a degree of undeviating excellence," and claims that except for 
narrative poetry "there is no part of English literature which is not to 
be found at perfection among the works of John Dryden." Summers, ob-
viously, is obsessed with Dryden, whom he values as "essentially a ro-
mantic poet," and as a poet of "the eternal verities." Dryden would he 
better off without the services of an apologist of this order, it see:rns 
to me. These views are to be found in "John Dryden," Great Catholics, 
ed. Claude Williamson (London, 1938), pp. 204-205, and "Introduction," 
Dryden's Dramatic Works, I (London, 1931), xviii and cxxix. 
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in a slovenly fashion and deserves no attention. 166 
The rehabilitation of the poetry of Dryden, carried out mainly 
under the influence of the views of Mark Van Doren and T. S. Eliot, 
and augmented by the work of Louis I. Bredvold, has not occurred with·-
out protest. Joseph Wood Krutch, for example, has suggested that "a 
new generation of poets • sometimes pay lip service to Dryden les:s 
because they genuinely admire him than in order to emphasize the fact 
that they do not consider themselves romantics," while Douglas Bush 
has made substantially the same accusation. 167 
Of all the forms the reaction has taken, one of the most curious 
is that of Stuart P. Sherman, writing in review of the first edition 
of Van Doren's book, and protesting the revival of a poet and an age 
so lacking in spiritual depth as the Restoration and its laureate. 
Sherman's disillusionment with his own day informs his view of Dryden, 
whose rehabilitation could only occur in a degenerate spiritual climate. 
He sees several historical analogies between the Restoration era and 
166Englische Studien, LXX (1935), 244-261 . I can find no clue, 
for example, to the meaning of his statement that Dryde~'s poe!ry 
"possesses the great negative virtues of Christianity j_becausJ:_/ it is 
clear, logical, orderly, and ascetic," except that all this is opposite 
to the qualities in Crashaw (pp. 245-246). Turnell seems to mean by 
his title that "Dryden's classicism is due to the acceptance of the 
dogma _of original sin," an association derived from T. E. Hulme (pp. 249-
250). The article is rather doctrinahe, betraying a very superficial 
awareness of Dryden's poetry. 
167Krutch, 
English Poetry. 
1952)' p. 110. 
Samuel Johnson (New York, 1944), p. 477, and Bush, 
The Main Currents from Chaucer to the Present (New York, 
1~!1 
America in 1920, among them a cynical national reaction following a 
period of enthusiastic reforms, a spirit hostile to the high idealism 
of a previous era, and a repudiation of the great men of the past day 
(the decline of Tennyson is comparable to that of Milton, while the 
168 
same relationship exists between President Wilson and Oliver Cromwell). 
I cannot resist extended quotation: 
Long years of strife have persuaded us, as they persuaded Hobbes, 
that man has no instinct for decency, that his natural condition is 
"solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short," and that his natural 
tendency is further to abridge and brutalize his earthly sojourn by 
warring on his fellows. 
In our fatigue and disgust with the burst bubbles of "idealism," 
we are ready, as Dryden's age was, to found our social philosophy flat-
ly, solidly, sordidly, in self-interest. Like Dryden, we are at heart 
resolutely, or rather jauntily and wantonly, materialistic, paying lip-
service only to conventions and traditions, while conscious that we 
are assistants and spectators "at a death." We have our Freudians and 
our physiological-psychologists, as Dryden had his Hobbes and his Locke, 
assuring us that there is nothing in the mind which was not first in 
the senses. 
We have many positive interests in common: our inexhaustible 
appetite for books, our curiosity about men and women, our endless de-· 
light in talk, our amiably contemptuous attitude toward our fair 
pursuers, our generally slighting opinion of human nature, and our tas.te, 
if not talent, for raillery and satire. Put Dryden and Butler of 
"Hudibras" and Pope on a big settee; draw up around them a circle of 
our non-chalant youth talking with the experienced disdain of the 
"flappers," the philosophers, the "lounge lizards," and the "parlor 
snakes" of our polite age; and these old worthies would not long feel 
"out of it."l69 
168
"Reviving John Dryden," Nation, Dec. 1, 1920, pp. 619-620. 
169Page 620. 
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This ingenious comparison between the irreverent post-war era and 
the Rescoration, obviously a pretext for scolding both, does not pre-
vent the moralistic critic from appreciating Van Doren's emphasis on 
Dryden's craftsmanship, although when he says that Van Doren fails to 
answer the old question of whether Dryden was a poet at all, he re-
veals the inadequacies of his ethical mode o£ literary criticism, as 
well as his congeniality to the earlier criticism, say, of Matthew 
Arnold. Sherman acknowledges the efficacy of Van Doren's invitation 
to reconsider Dryden, however, in his admission that the book sent 
him back to his dusty shelves to try Dryden once more. 
Some other reactions to the new vogue of Dryden betray similar 
applications of standards that can't be stretched to accommodate the 
revived poet. These writers simply ask of Dryden what the nineteenth 
century expected of poetry, and what both Van Doren and Eliot warned 
them they would never get. Leonard Woolf's article '~ryden" appearing 
in 1923 represents this retreating line of protest with his complaint 
that although Dryden's versification is technically brilliant, "there 
is something at the core of this poetry which is • • • alien and re-
pellant. It is not personal--and that makes it the more serious."l70 
170The Nation,.and the Athenaeum, XXXIII (Aug. 4, 1923), 575. 
Oliver Elton, however, in a brief impressionistic study published in 
1933, attempts to treat Dryden's poetry sympathetically according to 
the modern trend, but in method and values he is a throwback to his 
Victorian ancestors. Elton praises Dryden's verse as "poetry of a 
secondary kind," and in his wanderings through the Dryden canon he has 
his eyes open for "his pathetic confessions and repentances, for his 
Sir Herbert J. C. Grierson, so important in the revival of the 
metaphysical poets, cannot keep company with Mr. Eliot in the case 
of Dryden. He calls him "the critics' poet" for having attracted so 
much comment, preferring the judgment of the poets Wordsworth and 
Arnold that there is a basic deficiency in Dryden. 171 He does not 
go along with the view that Dryden is not a poet, for he finds 
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things to praise in a number of passages, but he thinks that "a sensi-
tive reader will feel the difference between it and dramatic and 
poetic writing that comes straight from the imagination."172 Mr. 
Grierson thinks that the trouble is with Dryden's "want of spiritual 
content"--he "believes in nothing, is interested in nothing, except 
it be good verses."l73 Thus Dryden's "imaginative vision" is de-
fective in the sense that Matthew Arnold implied, and Van Doren merely 
justifies Arnold's position, for what is "craftsmanship" worth beside 
"soul," and "for what are those false lights by which, he tells us, 
Dryden was for a time misled, but just the lights which beacon to 
great poets, the stars by which they sail--Imagination, Passion 
praises of his friends, • • • for the flashes in his drama, and for the: 
handful of songs that show his deeper feelings." "Dryden and Others," 
The English Muse: A Sketch (London, 1933), p. 259. 
171
cross Currents in English Literature of the Seventeenth Century· 
(London, 1929), p. 313. 
172Page 316. 
173Page 317. 
('passionate utterance in drama and narrative'), Insight, Vividness 
of Description? None of these Mr. van lsi£7 Doren will allow to Dry-
174 den, nor the finer, inner music of the best poetry. " 
F. R. Leavis has dismissed the Dryden rehabilitation rather 
brusquely in an essay first published in Scrutiny in 1935 and then 
included the next year in Revaluation. Dryden, he says, "has had so 
much more than justice in our time that I feel no scruple in using 
him mainly as a foil to Pope . "175 Comparison of Dryden with Pope is 
an old critical exercise, and in the nineteenth-century it amounted 
to very little because the two poets were supposed to be working in 
the same tradition, so that no distinctions were as great as the 
similarities that associated them with each other. Mr. Leavis, how-
ever, dissociates the two in one important way: Pope is in "the line 
of wit" which comes from Ben Jonson, down through the metaphysical 
tradition, while Dryden is usually considered to be in the line running 
from Waller and Denham through him to Pope, a line "which still gets 
too much attention. "l76 Pope, then, belongs to both traditions, the 
significant one being the line of wit, rather than that of the smooth 
174Pages 321-322. Similar views are repeated in his collaboration 
with J. C. Smith on A Critical History of English Poetry (New York, 
1946), pp. 193-195 . 
175Revaluation: Tradition and Development in English Poetry 
(London, 1936), p. 4. 
176Page 29. 
reformers of verse, so that he is given the highest praise possible 
by modern standards when Leavis says that hs "is very much closer to 
Donne than Dryden is."177 On the other hand, this is the sort of 
treatment Dryden receives from Mr. Leavis: 
125 
Pope's greater strictness of versification is popularly supposed to 
mean greater monotony; actually, manifesting as it does a much greater 
intensity of art, it is the condition of a much, an immeasurably, 
greater variety. This superiority of Pope establishes itself in-
contestably, if we place alongside the passage of the Dunciad quoted 
above • . • the opening of MacFlecknoe. • • • Above every line of Pope 
we can imagine a tensely flexible and complex curve, representing the 
modulation, emphasis and changing tone and tempo of the voice in read-
ing; the curve varying from line to line and the lines playing subtly 
against one another. The verse of MacFlecknoe, in the comparison, is 
both slack and monotonous; again and again there are awkward runs and 
turns, unconvinced and unconvincing, requiring the injected rhetorical 
conviction of the declaimer to carry them off.l78 
The choice of MacFlecknoe by Mr. Leavis is obviously related to Mr. 
Eliot's claim that this is the poem of Dryden's in "which is the most 
sustained display of surprise after surprise of wit from line to line."179 
Rather, Mr. Leavis sees in Pope, who of course receives greater attention 
than Dryden, greater intensity, greater ability in comic creation, and 
180 greater "potency of suggestion" than there is in Dryden. 
177Page 33. 
178p 39 age • 
179"John Dryden," Selected Essays, p. 266. 
180Revaluation, pp. 85-87. 
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c. S. Lewis's frontal attack "Shelley, Dryden, and Mr. Eliot" is 
an attempt to vindicate the romantics by exposing Dryden, whom Mr . Eliot 
had brandished against Shelley so vigorously. Professor Lewis, announc-
ing that "when Mr . Eliot offers up Shelley as a sacrifice to the fame of 
Dryden it is time to call a halt, 11 seeks to demonstrate "that Shelley is 
to be regarded, on grounds which Mr . Eliot himself will allow, as a 
more masterly, a more sufficient, and indeed a more classical poet than 
181 
Dryden . " He argues that the Augustan poets are not really classical, 
b f h . d . . d t . 182 ecause o t e~r evot~on to w~t an o sat~re . Dryden comes off 
at best as "a great , flawed poet, in whom the flaws, besides being 
characteristically unclassical, are scarcely forgiveable even by the 
most romantic or revolutionary standards . "183 The virtues which justify 
the adjective "great" are fragmentary--Dryden's exuberance, his 
brilliance at beginnings--while his failures are "radical vices in the 
design: diseases at the heart" of his poems. 184 He singles out for 
particular attack in these terms Alexander's Feast , where the low comedy 
of Alexander in his cups is an offense against decorum; The Hind and 
the Panther , which has no unity at all; and Absalom and Achitophel , 
which has only "incidental merits . 11185 These and other instances of 
181Rehabilitations and Other Essays (London, 1939), pp. 3-4. 
182Page 4 . 
183page 5. 
184pages 5, 22 . 
185Pages 6-9. 
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of Dryden's lack of artistic integrity, particularly those in which a 
solemn tone is violated by the comic , provoke severe condemnation 
from Mr . Lewis . He calls Dryden "rather a boor, a gross, vulgar, pro-
vincial, misunderstanding mind Lwh£7 ••• constantly attempts these 
186 
kinds of poetry which demand the cuor gentil." The language is 
harsh because he believes that Dryden's violations were conscious; 
"he destroys, and is content to destroy, the kind of poem he sat down 
to write, if only he can win in return one guffaw from the youngest 
and most graceless of his audience . There is in this a poetic blas-
phemy, an arrogant contempt for his own art, which cannot, I think, 
be paralleled in any other great writer . "l87 
Mr . Lewis's position has been attacked vigorously by R. \v. Stall-
man in a detailed analysis of Lewis's arguments and their theoretical 
implications which also asserts the value of Dryden according to modern. 
critical values . Mr . Lewis's implication that classical standards de-
mand a worthy subject for poetry, Stallman says, amounts to a re-
assertion of the old Victorian discrimination against Dryden's poetry. 188 
Even more strenuous are his objections to Lewis's demand for consistency 
of tone and treatment in poetry, a standard which "amounts to a demand 
186Page 13. 
1S7Page 12 . 
l8S"Dryden in Modern Poetry and Criticism," pp . 64-65 . 
for the Poetry of Exclusion," a standard closer to the monotonous 
Shelley than to modern poetry, with its "synthesis of conflicts, of 
inclusion of opposities, of reconciliation of disparate experiences, 
of fusion of levity with seriousness (in Wit), of complex structures 
of variety as well as uniformity . "189 Mr . Stallman makes his case 
for Dryden's modernity, then, out of the very instances adduced by 
Lewis against Dryden: 
On the contrary, I claim that the satire inserted in the romantic 
fable of Cymon , "the transition from heroics to a tavern scene" in 
the Feast , the inclusion of the ribald picture of the heroine in 
Sigismonda , and the rich and complex satire of The Hind and the 
Panther indicates Dryden's recognition of the possibilities of in-
cluding other kinds of experience and of extending the limitations 
of his form. The presence of this recognition of possibilities of 
darin~ shifts and blends of comic and tragic makes Dryden's sensi-
bility mature . 190 
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By "mature," obviously, Stallman means "modern" or at least "relevant 
to modern poetical practice." The values he defines here are the basis 
of his association of Dryden with the line of metaphysical poetry, 
against the tradition so conveniently represented by Shelley. 
A second issue in Mr. Stallman's expose of Mr. Lewis's critical 
values is his attack on the intentional fallacy as it is involved in 
Lewis's charge that the passages cited against Dryden fail to "display 
189Page 66. 
190Page 66 . 
a harmony between the poet's real and professed intention" such as 
can be found in Shelley. 191 Stallman, following Winters and Ransom 
1~!9 
on the irrelevance of intentional criticism, destroys Lewis ' s position 
neatly with the observation that a discrepancy between a "real" and a 
"professed" intention is essential to the very nature of poetry, that 
the real and the intended meaning of a poem never perfectly coincide, 
assuming for the sake of discussion that both are accessible to the 
critic. 192 I might add that Lewis's use of the argument from intentio~~ 
is ironically inappropriate when one considers how close he himself 
came to defining the intentional fallacy in the process of attacking 
the "personal heresy" in the criticism of some of his colleagues. 
These, then, are the main attacks on the upturn in Dryden's modern 
reputation, provoked in explicit response to Messrs. Van Doren and 
Eliot. Other notes of p~otest have been sounded from time to time. 
One recent attack on Dryden comes from Marxist quarters and is based 
on the assumptions of economic determinism rather than any sort of 
literary analysis. Harold W. Smith views Dryden's various works all 
as evidence that he " is obviously playing the success game on all sides 
as best he knows how, and it is unfair to judge him by any other 
.Startdards."193 Smith rejects Bredvold's interpretation of Dryden's 
191Rehabilitations, p. 21. 
192Pages 68-70. 
193
"Nature, Correctness, and Decorum, " Scrutiny, XVIII (June, 
1952), 293. 
motives for conversion in favor of the mercenary theory.l94 His ex-
trinsic approach causes him to read into both Dryden's criticism and 
poetry a tone reflecting "a peculiar snob standard," which, being 
interpreted, seems to mean the courtly and aristocratic literary-
critical ideals which inform his writings. 195 Smith focuses his 
attack on Dryden's emphasis on style, which he views as a social 
matter rather than a literary one. He deplores Dryden's "devotion 
to manner rather than matter, and his exaltation of technique above 
13:0 
all else," repeating the old cliche that "Dtyden believed in nothing."196 
Bredvold's work is simply and categorically repudiated in this Marxist 
restatement of the nineteenth-century reading of Dryden's life and works:. 
Ironically, to the case against Dryden, T. S. Eliot has made a 
major contribution--in his· concept of the dissociation of sensibility 
which he sees occurring in the poetry of the seventeenth-century. 
This fact is even more paradoxical when one realizes that .it is in one 
of the essays collected under the title Homage to John Dryden that 
Eliot introduced the term in a passage that has become something of a 
locus classicus of modern criticism: 
The poets of the seventeenth-century, the successors of the dramatists 
of the sixteenth, possessed a mechanism of sensibility which could 
devour any kind of experience. They are simple, artificial, difficult, 
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Guido Cavalcanti, Guinizelli, or Cino. In the seventeenth-century a 
dissociation of sensibility set in, from which we have never re-
covered; and this dissociation, as is natural was aggravated by the 
influence of the two most powerful poets of the century, Milton and 
Dryden. Each of these men performed certain poetic functions so 
magnificently well that the magnitude of the effect concealed the 
absence of others . l97 
One is inclined to wonder if Mr. Eliot considers the term "dissoci-
ation of sensibility" one of those " few notorious phrases which have 
had a truly embarrassing success in the world . "198 
In the Andrew Marvell essay Eliot makes clearer his distinction 
between Milton and Dryden and their respective influences. "Dryden 
was great in wit," he tells us, "as Milton in magniloquence; but the 
former, by isolating this quality and making it by itself into great 
13.1 
poetry, and the latter, by coming to dispense with it altogether, may 
199 perhaps have injured the language . " What Eliot values in Dryden, 
rather , is the restoration of conversational idiom to the language of 
poetry, but he clearly and repeatedly excludes Dryden from the direct 
line of the metaphysical tradition, only part of which he adopted into 
h . . 200 l.S own poet1.c. 
197"The Metaphysical Poets," Selected Essays, p . 247. 
198The Frontiers of Criticism (Minneapolis, 1956), p. 7. 
199selected Essays, p . 260. 
200A central idea in Mr. Stallman's thesis is the view that Dryden 
is in the main tradition of English poetry, "the Metaphysical descent 
from Wyat, Donne and his school, Dryden and Pope, Laforgue and the 
French Symbolists, to Messrs. Ezra Pound, T. s . Eliot, Herbert Read, 
Allen Tate, John Crowe Ransom, William Empson, and others" (p. 90) . 
Stallman rejects the notion of dissociation of sensibility as it affects 
132 
More recently Mr. Eliot's impressive phrase has come into dis-
repute, but it has served to call attention to one main reason why 
the revival of Dryden has gone only so far in our day and why not 
only people like Grierson and Leavis, but someone like Eliot as well, 
should have serious reservations about his poetry. The same decades 
that saw the publication of the main documents in the rehabilitation 
of Dryden saw at the same time the enthronement of Donne and the 
metaphysicals as the best representatives of the main tradition of 
English poetry. Although one looks in vain for discrimination along 
this line in the comments of Sir Herbert J. C. Grierson, it is plain 
Dryden's position in the tradition, partly because he does not believe 
the term to be adequate for the definition and discussion of metaphysical 
poetry, and partly because he lays all the blame for the perversion of 
the tradition at the door of Milton (seep. 6). A curious lapse in Mr. 
Stallman's discussion of the various issues is his minimization of 
Leavis's refusal to admit Dryden to the tradition. He relegates Leavis's 
objections to Dryden to a brief note to the effect that Leavis does not 
think so much of Dryden as he does, implying in the text that on the 
whole, Leavis's views agree with his own. This, it seems to me, amounts 
to misrepresentation of Leavis's views in order to buttress his impli-
cation that the restoration of Pope means the restoration of Dryden, 
the very point Leavis is attacking. 
A second inadequacy in Mr. Stallman's case is his failure to dis-
cuss the implications of the definition (by several of the "new" 
critics) of metaphysical poetry in terms of a structural image (see 
Stallman, pp. 96-97) for his views on the relation of metaphysical poetry 
to that of Dryden, who, it seems to me, has not built one poem around a 
radical conceit. Stallman himself, we have seen, prefers to explain 
the relation of Dryden to the metaphysicals by their sharing the tra-
dition of a poetry of inclusion (and wit, irony), as opposed to the neo-
classic and romantic poetry of exclusion (see pp. 98-99 and the whole 
attack on Shelley in Chapter III). 
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that Mr. Leavis's dissociation of Pope from the inferior tradition of 
Waller, Denham, and Dryden and the placing of him in the "line of wit" 
is a case in point. In fact, whatever the phrase one chooses to 
describe the change in poetry from the earlier to the later seventeenth 
century, that change is a commonplace topic in the literary histories 
and textbooks, and Dryden comes off second-best every time. It is the 
fundamental issue in Miss Marjorie Nicolson's book The Breaking of the 
Circle : Studies in the Effect of the "New Science" upon Seventeenth 
Century Poetry , which points out that "Dryden, Pope, and Jonson no 
longer lived in the old animate world of the Elizabethans--a world 
that Johnson quite misunderstood . Theirs was a world and a universe 
made by Descartes and Newton and Locke. "201 Miss Margaret L. Wiley 
seems to be making much the same point in her book The Subtle Knot 
when she says that "Dryden was indeed the poet of the untied knot."202 
One or two special investigations have been made that trace more 
closely the change in the poetry of the seventeenth-century, and they 
seem generally to follow in one way or another the rather magical 
ambiguity of Mr. Eliot's suggestive but undefined phrase. In the most 
general terms, these studies betray quite clearly that the revival of 
201 (Evanston, Ill., 1950), p. 181. 
202The Subtle Knot: Creative Skepticism in Seventeenth-Century 
England (Cambridge, Mass . , 1952), p . 252. 
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the metaphysicals has been an inhibiting factor in the revival of the 
poetry of John Dryden . George Williamson's chapter on "Dryden and 
the Reaction" in his bool< The Donne Tradition focuses attention on Dry-
de1;1's conscious espousal of "perfect adequacy of statement as the ideal 
of poetry," tracing the impact of this ideal on Dryden's writing until 
he achieves a poetic language in which "denotation is immense but • 
suggestiveness is almost nothing. "203 Mr . \Hlliamson' s comments on 
Dryden's hollow and decorative imagery are very damaging beside his 
praise of the intense vision into reality provided by metaphysical 
imagery, while Dryden comes off worse for imagining that his own age 
had progressed beyond the Elizabethans in the effective use of figur-
ative language . 204 The influence of Mr . Eliot can be seen in the very 
language of his statement that in Dryden "the separation of the high 
style of the Elizabethans into wit and magniloquence was complete," 
and that the result was on the one hand, MacFlecknoe and on the other, 
The Conguest of Granada. 205 
A second such study is Robert L. Sharp's book From Donne to Dryden: 
The Revolt Against Metaphysical Poetry. Mr . Eliot is again lurking in 
the very language of the central theme of this study, that "there is 
203The Donne Tradition: A Study in English Poetry from Donne to 
the Death of Cowley (Cambridge, Mass . , 1930), p . 213 . See also his 
article "The Restoration Revolt Against Enthusiasm," SP , XXX (Oct . , 
1933), 571-603 . 
204Pages 224- 225. 
205Page 226 . 
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lin seventeenth-century poetrx7 the decay of that blending of mood 
and vision which we call Jacobean sensibility, there is the rise of 
rationalism, the new concept of nature, the advance in science, the 
increasing faith in literary rules, and the change in the conception 
of the imagination and wit."206 As the last phrases of this sentence 
suggest, Sharp's focus is on the changes in literary criticism, and 
in the _philosophical and intellectual forces behind that, as much as 
on the poetry itself; as a matter of fact , two of his reviewers, Austin 
Warren and Rene Wellek, have accused him of making his case more by 
reference to the philosophical and critical milieu than by analysis of 
the poetry which he so amply excerpts . 207 Although Sharp concedes 
that Dryden's poems "achieve greatness of a different kind"208 from 
metaphysical verse, they come off rather badly in the comparison. He 
finds couplet verse more monotonous than metaphysical poetry, and loss 
of vital metaphor is even worse--"an age that aspires to clarity and 
plainness breeds superficial poets."209 One final quotation betrays 
more clearly why the ascendency of Dryden's career in the twentieth 
206 (Chapel Hill, 1940), p . xi . This book was reissued in paper-
back form in 1956 . 
207warren, MLN, LVI (April, 1941), 312-313, and Wellek, ~.XV 
(Jan . , 1941), 90-92 . 
208Page 176 . 
209Pages 170 , 174 . 
century has not been as spectacular as that of Donne: 
Most significant of all, Dryden had nothing of Donne's manner of 
building a poem. He had no capacity for Donne's labyrinthine logic 
of passion, for the surge and countersurge of feelings that rush 
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upon the mind . He is detached and steady where Donne is warm and 
involved; he orders his material with greater consciousness of the 
rules but less consciousness of the baffling complexity of experience 
and strange depths of the human soul . 210 
A rather recent study of Dryden's poetry betrays similar attitudes. 
Although it does not survey the whole ·seventeenth-century, the stand-
ards of Elizabethan and Jacobean poetry seem to lie behind the views 
in Edwin Morgan's article "Dryden's Drudgery" (1953). Mr . Morgan dis-
parages the resuscitation of Dryden's reputation, although he suggests, 
in wretched prose, that "the combination in Dryden of vigour, hardness, 
and clarity is something that the contemporary poets are likely to take 
an increasing interest in, as the sugges tional-exploratory-ametrical 
mode begins to have completed its work . rr2ll But he is severe on Dry-
den for his bland rejection of the metaphysical tradition, a view of 
Dryden's "which proved a dangerous and insensitive circumscription of 
the poetic art . 11212 Much of his attack is directed to the Augustan 
theory of correctness and propriety rather than to the poetry itself . 
210Page 186 . 
2llcambridge Journal, VI (April, 1953), 414 . 
212Page 415 . 
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It is with this background of modern criticism that we turn now 
to the implications in the context of modern poetry and criticism of 
Mr. Eliot's praise f Dryden as a poet in whom "the lack of suggest-
iveness is compensated for by the satisfying completeness of statement." 
Such a view is at once an indication of the catholicity of Mr. Eliot's 
criticism and a weapon in the hands of Dryden's foes. An interesting 
contrast to this position is the complaint of E. M. W. Tillyard that 
in Religio Laici Dryden "expounds doctrines in which he was interested 
enough to versify them but not interested enough to transmute into 
oblique form." 213 Mr. Tillyard accuses Dryden of doing "more than any-
one else to weight direct against oblique poetry," although he concedes 
that Dryden raised "the level of the poetry of statement to a technical 
height it had not reached before."214 Mr. F. w. Bateson clarifies the 
issues perhaps a little better: 
The Augustan achievement was by shearing words of their secondary and 
irrelevant associations to release the full emphasis of their primary 
meanings. The connotations, instead of blurring the denotations, re-
inforced them. The poetry of Dryden and Pope differs therefore from 
earlier and later English poetry in that it is not a poetry of 
suggestion but of statement. • • • The bareness of diction, the ab-
sence of metaphor, and the metrical monotony of Augustan poetry were 
therefore deliberate and necessary. They ensure the precision and the 
economy of its strokes.215 
213Poetry Direct and Oblique, 2nd ed. (London, 1948), p. 18. 
214page 102. 
21~nglish Poetry and the English Language, pp. 58-59. 
There has been only one major voice of dissent raised against 
the view that Dryden's is primarily a poetry of statement (whether 
offered in contexts of praise or blame), that of D. W. Jefferson, 
whose relationship to the mainstream of Dryden criticism is evident 
in his blame of Van Doren's "otherwise excellent study of Dryden's 
poetry" for "its belittlement of the imagery."216 Of cours~, 
numerous historians of Dryden's development as a poet, Van Doren 
chief among them in his chapter on the "False Lights," have noted 
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the unfortunate influence of late metaphysical practice on the images 
in Dryden's earliest poems, but Jefferson thinks that though Dryden 
does represent the reaction against the Donne tradition, this is not 
absolutely the case, for "he reacted against the metaphysical tortuous-
ness and obscurity, but he did not lose the metaphysical art of using 
images suggestively and wittily."217 His conunents on the images in 
the heroic plays are a little eccentric, but there are a number of per-
ceptive observations that grow out of his close and fresh study of 
Dryden's imagery. He identifies as a favorite theme in the figures 
"a comic conception of the human species, of the processes appertain-
ing to its creation and generation , and of the relation between soul 
and body," a theme which can be found in several places in various plays 
216 
"Aspects of Dryden's Imagery," Essays in Criticism, IV (Jan., 
1954), 20. 
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and poems . 218 Relating these images to Dryden's "awareness of 
scholastic notions and therefore of medieval philosophical values," 
he shows that Dryden generally used them "in such a way as to travesty 
the old conception of man," or to imply a naturalistic view of man, 
usually in a comic or satiric way . 219 His remark that grotesque imagery 
may be found in such out-of-the-way places as The Hind and the Panther 
may give comfort to C. s . Lewis . 220 More interesting is his observation 
of similar "grotesque images of the soul" in Pope and the subsequent 
conclusion that "Dr. Leavis has underestimated a little Dryden's place 
in the 'line of wit' and Pope's indebtedness to him in thi. s connection. 11221 
Another aspect of the question of Dryden's alleged lack of 
suggestiveness is the role which literary echo and allusive phrase can 
play in the enrichment of his poetry. The point has already been 
touched upon above in the comments on Dryden's "poetic diction." It 
may be found as well in James R. Sutherland's excellent little Preface 
to Eighteenth Century Poetry (1948), when he says that "behind the 
surface statement there are often layers of literary or historical 
222 
reference . " Mr. Sutherland adduces an excellent example of effective 




222(0xford, 1948), pp . 61-62 . 
Shakespearean echo with rich reverberations of meaning in Dryden's 
execrable adaptation of The Tempest. 
The most thoroughgoing exploitation of the idea that Dryden en-
riches the suggestiveness of his poetry by allusion is to be found 
in Reuben A. Brower's article "An Allusion to Europe: Dryden and 
Tradition" (1952). That Professor Brower is taking an entirely new 
approach to Dryden (whose relation to Virgil was the topic of his 
doctoral study as well as his article on "Dryden's Epic Manner and 
Virgil") 223 is evident in this valuable quotation: 
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It is perhaps easier to bury Dryden than to praise him: so much de-
pends on the tradition we choose to place him in and on the standards 
by which we measure poetic success. If we follow Dr. Johnson and set 
Dryden in the succession of Waller and Denham, we arrive at a pious 
tribute to the "reformer of our numbers." If we follow Dr. Leavis 
and trace "the line of wit" we bring out Dryden's undeniable limi-
tations as compared with Donne or Marvell. • •• But if we are to 
make a positive estimate of Dryden's achievement, we should include 
in his ancestry English poets of the earlier and later Renaissance 
and their ancient predecessors, and we need to maintain a keen sense 
of what Dryden accomplished for his contemporaries. So viewed, Dry-
den marks the re-affirmation of "Europe" in English poetry and culture 
after an experiment in insularity and at a time of artificial essays 
in continental "classicism."224 
Professor Brower distinguishes two styles in Dryden: the heroic 
mode and the style of public address associated with the prologues and 
epilogues, both of which are "resonant with echoes of other literary 
223PMLA, LV (March, 1940), 119-138. 
22~LH, XIX (March, 1952), 38. 
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worlds, of larger manners and events."225 In his analyses of Dryden's 
poems, he is especially good at showing how Dryden combines both his 
styles in Absalom and Achitophel , enriching the "tone which is un-
mistakably the voice of the prologues, insolently vulgar and knowing-
ly unliterary," with "a declamatory tone that is both Biblical-ecclesi-
astical and Roman-heroic," in such a way that his ironic and satiric 
purposes are served. 226 Mr. Brower goes further than any other critic 
in arguing that poetry of allusion offers to the modern reader "con-
centrated and surprising richness of relationship: we feel that 
language is being 'worked' for all it is worth."227 He goes one bold 
step further, finally suggesting that "the allusive mode is for Dry-
den what the symbolic metaphor was for the metaphysical. 11228 
Two doctoral dissertations on Dryden's imagery stand in marked 
contrast to each other. Dennis Murphy's investigation of '~etaphor 
and Simile in Dryden's Non-Dramatic Poetry" (1936) is a thirty-nine 
page analysis of some 811 metaphors and similes in the 13,888 lines 
of Dryden's non-dramatic poetry, complete with tables and charts in 
the Caroline Spurgeon manner. 229 The other, A. W. Hoffman's excellent 
225Pages 39, 46. 
226Pages 40-42. 
22 7Pages 47-48. 
228Page 48. 
229(state University of Iowa, 1936), p. 3. It is hardly on a par 
with a good seminar paper. 
study of "Some Aspects of Dryden's Imagery" (1951) need only be 
described here in general terms, as his criticism of individual 
poems will be considered in the next chapter. Without making a di-
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rect assault on the notion of Dryden's lack of suggestiveness, he studies 
the imagery in terms of value and disvalue symbols, particularly as 
employed for persuasive purposes in the "public poems." One important 
result of this investigation is an awareness of Dryden's repeated use 
of clusters of "floating" images associated with monarchy that clearly 
betray his values. "Dryden held tenaciously to the general metaphor 
of a restoration; he persistently related the return of social harmony 
to the return of man to a harmonious relationship to God, and though 
confronted with recurrent failures of the former restoration, he saw 
these failures as occurring within a framework of ultimate success."230 
Mr. Hoffman also points out how Dryden regularly merges "the Christian 
tradition and the classical tradition ••• /in/ a common vocabulary 
231 
of symbols." 
Our survey of the main traditions in the criticism of the poetry 
of John Dryden has concentrated mainly on the documents published be-
tween 1870 and 1956, dates marking on the one hand, James Russell 
Lowell ' s essay on Dryden, and on the other, the appearance of the first 
23°(Yale, 1951), p. 151. 
231Page 165. 
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volume of the new California edition of Dryden ' s works. These eighty-
five years or so have seen an undeniable revival of the poetry of Dry-
den, a revival brought about by the assertion of the value of Dryden's 
technique, an assertion which has made its way as older nineteenth-
century assumptions about the materials and origins of poetry have 
receded from the critical arena . The changes in taste and critical 
method effected in the second and third decades of this century have 
ushered in a new interest in the poetic craftsmanship of John Dryden, 
an interest both signaled and stimulated by the studies of Mark Van 
Doren and T. S. Eliot . Out of this emphasis on the variety and 
adaptability of Dryden's verse have appeared a few technical studies 
that substantiate the views of this criticism. Dryden's influence on 
the poetic tradition has been viewed as a mixed blessing, but also as 
important for the development of poetry down to modern times . 
As a corrective to an excessive or exclusive emphasis on Dryden 
as a poetic craftsman, ever increasing the efficiency of his instru-
ments, there has appeared, chiefly under the influence of Louis I . 
Bredvold's investigation of Dryden's "intellectual milieu," a small 
body of essays vindicating the poet's claim, at least, to intellectual 
respectability. Such a service is more valuable than the small number 
of studies along this line might suggest . 
The revival of Dryden has not been unopposed, nor have modern 
critics been disposed to make him their favorite poet. Opposition has 
developed from a number of quarters, chief among them, those studies 
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which reflect the preoccupation of the twentieth-century with the poetry 
of the earlier seventeenth-century, thereby repudiating Dryden because 
he lacks complexity, richness of metaphor, ambiguity, and levels of 
meaning. The conflict is apparent in the attitudes attaching to the 
broadly accurate use by various critics of the term "poetry of statement" 
to describe Dryden's poetry. Those who take a historical approach or 
who seek to broaden our literary outlook, like Professor Van Doren, use 
the term in a neutral or even complimentary sense, while those who 
espouse more narrowly "modern" values in poetry use it as a term of 
abuse. A few recent studies, however, have done Dryden the service of 
qualifying this description. 
These, then, are the main outlines of the modern reputation of 
Dryden's poetry. Our story will not even approach completeness, how-
ever, until we take a closer look at the studies of those individual 
poems which have merited more than passing attention from the critics. 
This will be the task of our next chapter. 
CHAPTER IV 
THE REPUTATION OF SELECTED POEMS 
For purposes of order, more than for a discussion specific topics, 
this chapter will consider selected poems of Dryden under four main 
headings: (1) occasional verse , (2) satiric poems, (3) verse essays, 
and (4) lyric poems . The categories are not mutually exclusive, but 
they serve as a loose framework f or a discussion of those poems which 
have received the attention of scholars, literary historians, and 
critics , especially since 1895 . The very selection of a poem for dis-
cussion of its critical status in this chapter, then, implies that it 
has become in some way important to Dryden's modern reputation. 
It is not my intention to cite all the opinions expressed about 
any particular poem of Dryden's, but rather, to indicate by repre-
sentative reference and quotation what have been the typical critical 
views of each poem and what are the important dissenting opinions, if 
any. I am particularly interested in shifts in attitudes toward in-
dividual poems as they represent changes in the critical assumptions 
and methods from the Victorian to more modern times, changes which 
have been outlined in their relation to Dryden's reputation, in the 
preceding chapter of this study. 
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Dryden's occasional poetry is a term that might legitimately 
apply to more than those poems subsumed under it in this section of 
our investigation. I am using it, actually, to include those poems, 
both early and late, which share the distinction of being written to 
commemorate some specific event, excluding the satires, which were also, 
of course, frequently occasional in their origins and references. I am 
also including, for purposes of convenience, Dryden's verse epistles 
(but not the verse essays) and the prologues and epilogues under this 
general heading. 
It is in connection with the occasional poetry, perhaps more than 
with any other, that the tag "poetry of statement" is frequently applied. 
This is one reason, no doubt, that modern explicatory critics have ig-
nored much of this poetry, even though they may have praised Dryden in 
general terms. Those poems which have been singled out for close 
analysis stand out noticeably above the others. The chief approach to 
this poetry, rather, is historical, for most of the writers who comment 
on these poems do so in the process of tracing Dryden's poetic develop-
ment, either in a general study of the poetry, like Marl~ Van Doren's 
book, or in an introductory essay or notes for an anthology, or in a 
book dealing with some segment of literary history. The historical 
approach to literature, with its attention to the background and to con-
temporary references in the poems, so often eschewed by those critics 
of this century whom we most readily call "modern," is inevitable with 
much of the poetry of John Dryden. This fact alone exposes the 
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inadequacy of Mr. R. W. Stallman's approach to the modern reputation 
of Dryden, in which he makes invidious distinctions between "modern 
critics" and "scholar critics."1 Without a scholarly approach, which 
informs Van Doren's book, for example, and which is necessary in one 
form or another to any anthology or edition of the poetry for a con-
temporary reader, the rehabilitation of Dryden's reputation in our day 
could hardly have been effected to any significant degree. On the other 
hand, this same situation, the occasional nature of much of Dryden's 
poetry, accounts in part for its lack of popularity (which is not 
identical with a critical reputation) and for some of the critical 
opposition or indifference to it as well. Explication and historical 
annotation all too seldom coexist in one critic. 
Dryden's earliest poems have received attention chiefly as ex-
amples of what James Russell Lowell calls Dryden's "youthful indis-
cretions."2 The forthright condemnation of the early poems by T. S. 
Eliot as "distinctly bad"3 is probably the most important of the brief 
dismissals these poems have earned on every hand, almost without ex-
ception. The chief target for abuse is the early elegy Upon the Death 
of the Lord Hastings (1649), which Van Doren representatively calls 
1
"Dryden in Modern Poetry and Criticism," unpubl. diss. (Universi-
ty of Wisconsin, 1942). Seep. 160, for example. 
2"Dryden," Among My Books (Boston, 1895), p. 12. 
3John Dryden: The Poet, the Dramatist, the Critic (New York, 19~2), 
p. 9. 
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his worst.4 It would be pointless to cite the innumerable instances 
of condemnation heaped upon it, chiefly in connection with the gro-
tesque conceit developed around the blisters of small-pox, but certain 
inquiries into the nature of Dryden's failure are worth consideration. 
The standard judgment is that the youthful poet was following the 
practice of the last, decadent stages of metaphysical poetry. Giles 
M. Sinclair has shown how near Dryden is to the style of Abraham Cow-
ley, 5 whom he was later to call "the d;;n:ling of my youth." George 
Williamson acknowledges that the influence of Donne can be found in 
a general sense in this early poetry, but both he and Robert Sharp 
are careful to distinguish the early imagery of Dryden from the true 
metaphysical manner . 6 And Miss Rosemond Tuve, in her book Elizabethan 
and Metaphysical Imagery (1947), has analyzed the relationships be-
tween the small-pox images in the poem on Lord Hastings, showing that 
the trouble lies not merely in their extravagance, but more funda-
mentally in their contradictions: "they are (1) colossal frauds which 
4John Dryden: A Study of His Poetry (New York, 1946), p. 124. 
Saintsbury is inclined to see in this poem "a considerable literary 
faculty , a remarkable feeling after poetic style, and above all the 
peculiar virtue which was to be Dryden's own," but he does not explain 
himself much further than this. Dryden (New York, 1881), p. 8. 
5
"The Aesthetic Function of Rime in Dryden's Verse," unpubl. diss. 
(University of Michigan, 1953) pp . 66 -67 . It is interesting to note 
that an earlier critic like James Russell Lowell will say that Dryden 
is following (afar off) the example of the worst tendencies in Donne, 
while a more recent writer will blame Cowley or Cleveland . See Lowell, 
p. 11. 
6The Donne Tradition (Cambridge, Mass . , 1930), p. 222; From Donne 
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(2) work at cross-purposes."7 
That Dryden should have started his poetic career under a decadent 
metaphysical influence, only to develop his art in another direction, 
is no doubt.an important factor in the repudiation of Dryden by some 
modern critics, as the preceding chapter has indicated. It not only 
points up an unfortunate comparison between the worst of the fledgling 
Dryden and the best of Donne, but it also calls attention, in Dryden's 
poetic development, to the fact that in his better poetry he turned 
his back upon the metaphysical tradition, a gesture that is hardly to 
his credit with those who worship at the shrine of Donne. 
Two writers have taken different approaches to the elegy to Hast-
ings. Miss Lillian Feder argues in her article on "J.ohn Dryden's Use 
of Classical Rhetoric" (1954) that the failure of the poem derives 
from Dryden's attempt to combine two styles, the metaphysical and the 
declamatory, the latter being more suited to his poetic temperament.8 
Miss Ruth Wallerstein, however, has ignored the much-discussed imagery 
of small-pox to consider Upon the Death of Lord Hastings as a poem in 
the elegy tradition that is not entirely to Dryden's discredit. It 
to Dryden (Chapel Hill, 1940), pp. 177-178. See also D. W. Jefferson, 
"Aspects of Dryden's Imagery," Essays in Criticism, IV (Jan., 1954), 21. 
7Elizabethan and Metaphysical Imagery: Renaissance Poetic and 
Twentieth-Century Critics (Chicago, 1947), p. 318. On the next page 
she refers to "that egregious fake of the weeping pimples." 
8PMLA, LXIX (Dec., 1954), 1271-73. 
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is "no mere pastiche , no mere aggregation of themes," but an attempt 
at "a full-scale and independent elegy," constructed on the pattern 
of the classical lament overlaid with the conventions and devices of 
the theological elegy , and as such it deserves more attention than 
. h • d 9 1t as rece1ve • Furthermore, "his conception of a poem is no less 
clear in the style than in the structure," although the style is that 
of "deliberate rhetorical ampl i f i cation" and elevation by ornament 
rather than the "allegorical conception of expression" that character-
izes the Elizabethan elegy. 10 
The Heroic Stanzas to Cromwell on the occasion of his funeral 
(1659) have not been very highly regarded, either. For one thing, 
Dryden's choice of the quatrain stanzaic pattern, an experiment which 
had little effect on his later practice, has no doubt contributed to 
the neglect of this poem. Some students of Dryden, among them Saints-
bury, Lowell, Collins, Verrall, and Van Doren, find certain passages 
to praise, indications of the progress of the young poet,ll but no 
one has given this poem more than incidental praise. Hovering around 
a few discussions of the Heroic Stanzas is the question of Dryden's 
9studies in Seventeenth-Century Poetic (Madison, 1950), pp . 
129-135. 
10Pages 133-135 . 
llsee Saintsbury, Dryden , pp. 10-11; Lowell, "Dryden, " p . 13; 
Collins, "John Dryden," Essays and Studies (London, 1895), pp. 13, 
16-17; Verrall, Lectures on Dryden (Cambridge, 1914), pp . 92-95; and 
Van Doren, pp . 82-83 . 
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sincerity, which relates as well to his next poem, Astraea Redux, 
commemorating the Restoration . Leslie Stephen, for example, writing 
on Dryden in the Dictionary of National Biography, is anxious to show 
that Dryden's earlier poem is not explicitly a Puritan work, pointing 
out that the reference to blood alludes to Cromwell's military career, 
not to regicide, while Lowell is concerned with the problem of the 
sincerity of the Heroic Stanzas juxtaposed with Astraea Redux. 12 A 
sense that the first poem is insincere has worked against it as much 
as with the second, especially with nineteenth-century critics. 
There has been one brief analysis of the Heroic Stanzas , that of 
Jackson I. Cope, who discusses the images drawn from science in the 
poem, a biographical topic usually discussed by those seeking to 
demonstrate Dryden's interest in science . Mr. Cope, however, is 
interested in their critical significance: without claiming that the 
poem is organically whole, he finds in it ''more structural unity than 
is usually acknowledged" by tracing through the poem two related themes 
asserted by the imagery, the theme of Oliver as God's providential 
Savior of England, with rather daring suggestions of analogy to 
13 divinity, and the theme of his human greatness. He also points out 
how, in an analogy to the tactics of the "new" · scientists against the 
mechanistic philosophy of Hobbes, Dryden defends his theory of Crom-
well's Providential destiny against those who would interpret history 
12Lowell, p. 20. 
13"Science, Christ, and Cromwell in Dryden's Heroic Stanzas," 
MLN , LXXI (Nov., 1956), 483-485. 
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purely by observable natural causes . l4 
It is largely Dryden's next poem, Astraea Redux (i660) that has 
provoked the controversy over Dryden's abrupt shift from praise of 
Cromwell to praise of the restored king, a biographical issue that 
irrelevantly invades literary criticism occasionally at this point. 
w. D. Christie, for example, adduced the suddenness of Dryden's change 
from Puritan to Royalist politics , as reflected in the two poems, as 
evidence of Dryden's insincerity, a problem which, , it seems to me, had 
long since been disposed of by Dr . Johnson's wise observation that 
"if he changed , he changed with the nation. ul5 Behind the vie,., of A. 
W. Ward, for example, that the tone of Astraea Redux is "merely that 
of frank time-service, " there lurks the old idea of Dryden as an 
. - 16 
opportum.st. 
On the whole, however, commentators on Astraea Redux have not 
dwelt on the biographical problem. Rather, the usual remarks center 
again on Dryden's developing technique, the passages good and bad 
that make the poem at least important to the literary historian. 
Lowell, for instance , finds it hardly indicative of the direction 
Dryden's practice was to go, while Saintsbury, who often overpraises 
14pages 484-485. 
15christie, "Biographical Memoir of Dryden" ll87Qf, Poetical 
Works of John Dryden (London, 1934) , p. xxii; Johnson 
l6"Dryden" jJ .. 91]}, CHEL , VIII (New York, 1939), 7. 
without justifying his enthusiasm by close reference to the poetry, 
thinks that it is an uneven blend of bad conceits and a few passages 
that betray both subtlety and "the energy divine" that characterizes 
17 the mature Dryden. 
In a recent article H. T. Swedenberg, Jr. has related Astraea 
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Redux to its historical context, showing that its underlying theme is 
not merely the restoration of the King, but that the theme of a "con-
stitutional monarch, and ••• law and order runs like a bright thread 
18 
throughout Astraea Redux." He sees the poem, although "perhaps 
written with the hope of personal advancement," as actually "more than 
a panegyric; when considered in its historical perspective, it is a 
tract of the times."19 If this is the poem's glory, then three hundred 
years later, it is its limitation. 
At this juncture, though it is not tied exclusively to any one of 
the panegyric poems more than another, James Kinsley's article "Dryden 
and the Art of Praise" (1953) should be considered. Mr. Kinsley con-
siders Dryden as the occasional poet, particularly exploiting the 
17Lowell, p. 14, and Saintsbury, pp. 28-31. In his History of 
English Prosody, II (London, 1908), 363-364, he is similarly carried 
away by the meter; it "suggests ••• the image of a warrior in com-
plete steel, riding slowly through the press and dealing mace--rather 
than swords--as he goes." 
18"England's Joy: Astraea Redux in its Setting," SP, L (Jan., 
1953), 36. 
19Page 43. 
tradition of panegyric, "a long-established poetic mode" to which he 
gave "something of his own distinctive character and style."20 Con-
tempt for the professional poem of praise, however, is longstanding 
in the history of Dryden criticism. Samuel Johnson's complaint that 
"his works afford too many examples of dissolute licentiousness, and 
abject adulation"21 is well known. Scott likewise deplored Dryden's 
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willingness to write "a hired panegyric on a •
1 
•• subject in whom his 
heart acknowledges no other instinct than a fee can give him."22 
Tired of the old tradition of contempt for the poem of praise, 
Kinsley suggests that with Dryden "in almost every /_such_/ poem, close 
reading reveals much of the thought and fancy which lies beyond the 
limits of mere adulation," and that "although the initial purpose of 
a poetical eulogy may be to praise for gain, the essence of the 
panegyrical style is 'wit': the poet weaves an intricate and self-
sufficient pattern of 'fancy' and 'wit' round and through his human or 
historical subject, and his growing preoccupation with purely artistic 
problems carries him, not unwillingly, beyond his apparent theme."23 
The key word "wit" in Kinsley's article is rather flexible, including 
20English Studies, XXXIV (April, 1953), 57. 
2l"John Dryden," Lives of the English Poets, ed. George Birkbeck 
Hill, I (@Mfdrd, 1905), 170. 
22
"Life of Dryden," Works of John Dryden , I (Edinburgh, 1821), 587. 
23Page 58. 
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the earlier metaphysical conceits which he, like Robert Sharp and 
George Williamson, thinks Dryden never entirely outgrew, and at the 
same time referring to a new quality that creates "at its best, a 
graceful or playful compliment natural to his theme," a sort of witty 
hyperbole, or as he puts it, an "immense, assured overstatement . "24 
In granting Dryden the license of witty hyperbole, Mr. Kinsley re-
leases him from the requirement of depicting the actual and suggests 
• 
that idealization of his subject is his goal : "adulation becomes a 
justifiable art; and in its art lies its justification."25 This 
theory, applied to Astraea Redux, presents the poem as "the exultation 
of an England restored to its monarch , and hopeful of an ordered and 
prosperous reign, • • • energetically expressed in terms which swing 
between ludicrous exaggeration and the majestic assertion of high 
ideals; such a view is ideal rather than actual--" • t he .. spotted 
actuality' is absorbed or transcended by the ideal which the poet's 
imagination creates against a background of reality. "26 Mr. Kinsley's 
super-subtle apology for Dryden's idealization of his material succeeds 
better, it seems to me, with a later panegyric, the ode To the Pious 
Memory of • •• Mrs. Anne Killigrew, than to this poem. 
24r>ages 58-61. 
25Page 63 . 
26Pages 59, 63. 
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The brief poem To My Honor'd Friend, Dr . Charleton (1663) has 
received honorific comment mainly for incidental reasons, apart from 
one very excellent study which combines the methods of histol ical and 
explicatory criticism. The standard treatment of the verse er istle to 
Dr . Charleton has been to pass it by quickly, perhaps pausing to point 
out the references to science . Of course , the biographers as \well as 
the students of imagery have remarked on the biographical sig~ifi-
cance of the allusions to the new science . 27 The cursory dis! ussion 
of this poem by the most eloquent apologist for Dryden's occa ional 
poetry, Mark Van Doren, is a case in point . 28 
some 1f the 
poem ~orthy 
of more than incidental regard . In a brilliant article entit ~ed 
"Dryden's Epistle to Charleton" (1956) he shows that Dryden nJ t only 
Earl R. Wasserman, however, has drawn attention to 
subtleties of reference and association which make this 
pays tribute to Dr. Charleton for his discovery that Stonehen~e was 
a Danish palace (rather than a Roman temple, as Inigo Jones wor ld 
have it) but also by use of words with political connotations r hrough-
out the poem, becoming more explicit toward the end, Dryden aff irms 
"both thE~ validity of Charleton 's theory and the hereditary ri t ht of 
the Stuarts to the throne . In a significant sense, the total poem 
27
see, for example, Louis I . Bredvold, The Intellectual Ml lieu 
of John Dryden (Ann Arbor , 1934), p . 70 , and the unpubl . diss . 1 of 
Richard R. Griffith, "Science in the Imagery of John Dryden," 10hio 
S~ate University, 1956) . 
28see pp . 20, 115 . 
exists in order to bring about the identification of the 'Restored' 
of the title l'Stonegenge , by him restored to the true founders~/ 
with the 'Restor'd' of the final line la direct reference to King 
- 29 Charle~j." Charleton's scholarship becomes, then, not merely the 
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object of panegyric, but "the radical image of the epistle," asserted 
by the association of the word "Danish" with the values of a con-
stitutional monarchy, and supplemented by the themes of scientific 
progress and of England's glory. 30 The article stands in contra-
diction to the idea that Dryden was capable only of poetry of state-
ment, although it indicates that with him suggestion is accomplished 
by allusion, here topical rather than classical. Professor Wasserman 
supports his interpretation by reference to the historical context 
and by careful analysis of the way in which the central analogy moves 
31 
"from metaphor to explicit doubleness of reference." His discussion 
considers Dryden's rhetorical technique as well, showing how "the 
bifurcated structure of the heroic couplet naturally lends itself to 
expressing this coequality, and Dryden's technique is to pivot the 




the two themes about a single referent, each theme controlling a line 
of the couplet."32 Not only has Professor Wasserman written an ex-
cellent critical analysis of a poem; he has almost single-handedly 
brought it from a status of casual neglect to a place of importance 
in the canon of Dryden's art . 
The other poems which could be called verse epistles have re-
ceived no comparable attention and may be passed over quickly. A. w. 
Verrall has made them the topic of one of his lectures, finding in 
them merely the value of "a series showing the development of his 
literary skill," for they span a period of more than fifty years.33 
He traces Dryden's development from the awkward rhymes and lines and 
confused imagery of the earliest verse epistles to the more polished 
poems of the later years; it is interesting to note that he gives the 
epistle to Charleton no special attention. 34 
Annus Mirabilis (1666) has been the subject of more critical 
comment than any of the other poems mentioned so far. Macaulay said 
of it that it "seems to be the work of a man who could never, by any 
possibility, write poetry . " 35 Hazlitt's dismissal of it as "a tedious 
32Page 204 . 
3~ectures on Dryden, p . 26 . 
34pages 31-32 . 
35"John Dryden" (1828) Critical, Historical, and Miscellaneous 
Essays , I (New York , 1877), 353. 
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performance ••• a tissue of far-fetched, heavy, lumbering conceits, 
and in the worst style of what has been denominated metaphysical poetry" 
has about it the air of a by-gone day. 36 More recently the poem has 
gradually won its way into greater critical repute. If John Churton 
Collins echoes Hazlitt in calling it "disfigured with many 'metaphys-
ical extravagances,'" he also finds some "fine touches of natural 
description," and decides as well that the King's prayer and the final 
stanzas "must rank among the most majestic passages in English rhetor-
ical poetry."37 Mixed praise and blame characterize most of the sub-
sequent criticism of Annus Mirabilis. Lowell finds it "by no means 
clear of the false taste of the time, though it has some of Dryden's 
manliest verses and happiest comparisons, always his two distinguish-
ing merits."38 The stanzaic form, soon to be abandoned for the more 
characteristic rhymed heroic couplet, has not generally been valued; 
George Saintsbury, with his interest in prosodic experiment, con-
siders Dryden's use of it something of a mistake, but he thinks that 
in Annus Mirabilis Dryden both exploits its full potential and shows 
its limitations.39 
36"on Dryden and Pope," Lectures on the English Poets, Complete 
Works , ed. P. P. Howe, V ~ondon , 1930) 81. 
37"John Dryden" if.87![i, pp. 29-30. 
38"Dryden," p. 38. 
39A History of English Prosody, II, 365-366. 
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A. W. Verrall chooses Annus Mirabilis as a topic for one of his 
lectures, providing the most ample discussion of the poem up to 1914. 
Although his criticism tends to be fragmentary, and at times annoying-
ly impressionistic, as when he simply points out various "fine lines 
and passages,"40 he has made a little study of Dryden's descriptive 
pa.ssages , and the imagery involved in them. He finds that the poet is 
capable of accurate description, but that he overlays it with imagery 
that is sometimes effective, but often too extravagant. 41 He partic-
ularly objects to the mechanical way in which Dryden uses images re-
ferring to the supernatural, robbing the references of the proper ele-
men.t of mystery. 42 In one remark about a certain notorious figure 
Verrall curiously anticipates Eliot's theory of dissociation of sen-
sibility. "The reader will notice in Dryden's work," he says, "a 
ce1~tain coldness of emotion; imagination is with him detached from feel-
ing."43 
Subsequent views on Annus Mirabilis have continued to center on 
those passages which are tortured or bathetic, and on those in which 
imagery or description is more controlled; David Nichol Smith is quite 





typical in his judgment that it is a "hit-and-miss poem."44 The same 
unevenness that has been noticed in Dryden's descriptions characterizes 
his management of rhymes in the quatrain stanzas, according to Giles M. 
S:i.nclair . 45 D. W. Jefferson's views on the imagery of the poem indi-
cate that "it is the minute parts of the lvork--the individual strokes 
of wit and fancy, and the descriptive touches, often tedious--that 
exercise our attention at the expense of the total design," so that 
its very strength, some good use of detail, is at the same time its 
wealmess, considering the large and diffuse scope of the poem. 46 
Another trend of recent criticism centers on the epic note re-
curring in Annus Mirabilis . John Butt , for example, calls it "heroic 
poetry on an heroic theme," in lvhich "a political emergency serve/s/ 
as occasion for an exercise in heroic writing . "47 Reuben A. Brower 
calls it a "long narrative poem of a partially epic character, 11 
partly as a result of the Virgilian influence on his language and tone, 
while Allardyce Nicoll shares his view. 48 Edward N. Hooker, however, 
44John Dryden (Cambridge, 1950), p . 8 . See also Van Doren, pp. 
34-35, and Kenneth Young, John Dryden, A Critical Biography (London, 
1954), pp. 61-64 . 
45"The Aesthetic Function of Rime in Dryden's Verse," pp. 69-87 . 
46"Aspects of Dryden's Imagery," Essays in Criticism, IV (Jan . , 
1954)' 21. 
47The Augustan Age (London, 1950), p . 13 . 
48Brower, "Dryden's Epic Manner and Virgil," PHLA, LV (March, 
1940), 130-131, and Nicoll, Dryden and His Poetry (London, 1923), 
p. 55 . 
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in. an important article on "The Purpose of Dryden's Annus Mirabilis" 
( 1946) has, without denying the heroic tone, viewed it essentially as 
an occasional poem, arising out of a contemporary situation, and a 
document in a current pamphlet war , expressing the official point of 
view--in brief, "a piece of inspired journalism. ,.49 Professor Hooker 
shows that Dryden's choice of a title and his treatment of the dis-
asters of the year as trials sent by God to bring forth a greater Eng-
land, all relate to contemporary pamphlets prophesying doom and treat-
ing the disasters as both evidences and portents of God's judgment . 50 
And he has not only filled in the background of events that produced 
the poem, but he has also shown by his discussion of the principle of 
Dryden's selection of incident , and by his analysis of its structure 
in relation to the occasion and the point of view, that Annus Mirabilis 
is better unified than previous criticism would indicate; the panegyric 
to London, for example, or the disquisition on British commerce, are 
not extraneous to the central theme of confidence in England's bright 
51 future. Professor Hooker's study has been supplemented by an article 
by James Kinsley on "The 'Three Glorious Victories' in Annus Mirabilis" 
49HLQ, X (Nov., 1946), 67 . 
SOpages 50-62. 
51Pages 62-64 . 
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(1956), showing how Dryden "passes over incidents which detract from 
the heroic dignity of his characters and reshapes events to a glorious 
end."52 Both of these studies cast light on the structure of the poem 
while at the same time both underscore the topical nature of Annus 
Mi.rabilis , giving an easy clue to the reason why the main interest in 
the poem has been scholarly. 
To the Memory of Mr. Oldham (1684) is perhaps the most highly 
praised of Dryden's occasional poems. Mr. Eliot has told us that 
"from the perfection of such an elegy we cannot detract; the lack of 
suggestiveness is compensated for by the satisfying completeness of 
the statement."53 Mr. Van Doren has said, "If one is not pleased by 
the lines To the Memory of Mr. Oldham one will not be pleased by any-
thing in Dryden; they are his touchstone . "54 He further says, with-
out a hint of condemnation, that "there is not an original word in 
the work," that "it is a classical mosaic, pieces of which Dryden 
had had by him for a long time," and that it is precisely as such, 
"as a COJ?position, that it is triumphant."55 His recognition of the 
allusive richness of the poem to Oldham, of its Virgilian echoes, is 
52RES, VII (Jan., 1956), 32. 




much more satisfactory than Bonamy Dobr~e's amazement that a poem so 
"composed of clich~s" should turn out "an acknowledged gem, expressive 
of just so much emotion, of personal feeling, as the relationship be-
b"een the two poets required. "56 The evaluation by means of the per-
sonal standard, sincerity, here implied, is just as useless as his 
treatment of the diction as clich6. In his over-praised article 
'Milton and Dryden: A Comparison and Contrast in Poetic Ideas and Poetic 
/ Method," Mr . Dobree is more explicit, calling the elegy "a mass of 
clic~s , of well-worn literary allusions; it owes nothing to verbal, 
as opposed to intellectual, association. It relies for its effect en-
tirely on the thing stated , and the sincerity with which it is stated: 
no more emotion is to be aroused than the occasion calls for . "57 Much 
more satisfactory is the structural analysis of To the Memory of Mr. 
Oldham by Wallace Cable Brown which relates the three main divisions 
of the poem to each other in tone and emotional intensity, showing 
how each part "is introduced with a strong lyrical note in which the 
music echoes and reinforces the feeling," and stressing how closely knit 
56 John Dryden (London, 1956), pp . 32-33 . 
57ELH, III (March, 1936), 90-91 . Morris Freedman is disappointing 
in his comparison of this poem with "Lycidas." He notes parallels and 
even echoes , without making any very penetrating distinctions, apart 
from the commonplace remark that Dryden is less personal than Milton, a 
key idea in Dobr~e 's earlier article . See ''Milton and Dryden," unpubl. 
diss. (Columbia University, 1953) , pp . 167- 169. 
the poem is both in formal structure and in modulations of tone . "58 
Dryden's prologues and epilogues have received attention from 
students of his criticism, but, topical and ephemeral as they are, 
they have attracted the interest of critics as representative of the 
vigorous and colloquial style that may also be found in the satires. 
59 Immensely popular when they were new, they soon lost their attrac-
tion . In the nineteenth-century they generally received little 
comment . Saintsbury, for example, is rather squeamish about their 
raciness: "The truth is that if they be taken as a whole these pro -
logues and epilogues could be better spared by lovers of Dryden from 
his works . "60 
The change in attitude is best represented by the statement of 
Reuben A. Brower that 1 .~ryden's prologues mark a partial recovery 
of the toughness and 'juice' of Jonsonian English. "61 Others have 
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58The Triumph of Form: A Study of the Later Masters of the Heroic 
Couplet (Chapel Hill, 1948), pp . 23-24 . This book includes material 
on the elegy to Oldham first published in The University of Kansas City 
Review, XI (Spring, 1945) , 178-184 , under the title "The 'Heresy' of 
the Didactic . " 
59Dr. Johnson tells us that "his prologues and epilogues had such 
reputation, that for some time a play was considered as less likely to 
be well received, if some of his verses did not introduce it . The 
price of a prologue was two guineas , till being asked to write one for 
Mr . Southern, he ·demanded three . See "John Dryden , " Lives of the Eng-
lish Poets , ed . George Birkbeck Hill, I (Oxford , 1905) , p . 367. 
60oryden, p. 112. 
6l"An . Allusion to Europe: Dryden and Tradition," ELH , XIX (March, 
1952), 40 . 
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remarked on the impression of a "speaking voice," a deliberately con-
trolled persona behind the point of view presented, whether witty or 
. 62 
more ser~ous. William B. Gardner, the most recent editory of the pro-
logues and epilogues, considers them as well "the cream of Dryden ' s 
occasional verse."63 He values them for a variety of reasons: 
Being seldom mere introductions and conclusions to his plays, they re-
veal the multiplicity of his interests, show his artistic and in-
tellectual growth, and display his remarkable humanity. They are a 
running commentary on the political, religious, and critical activity 
of the entire period. Apart from their value as social and literary 
history, they bring to vigorous life the whole temper of the times. 
Finally, ~hey illustrate many aspects of the stage during Dryden ' s 
lifetime. 4 
One might only wish that Mr. Gardner developed all these points in his 
rather superficial discussion prefixed to the edition. 
By far the most careful critical study of the pro l ogues and epi-
logues is that of Arthur H. Hoffman in his dissertation "Some Aspects 
of Dryden's Imagery" (1951). Pointing out that the "major rhetorical 
device" of the prologues is simile, and that "every simile is poten-
tially valuative as well as definitive," Hoffman concentrates on groups 
of images expressing value or disvalue. 65 He divides the pro l ogues 
and epilogues into two groups, the London prologues, which are 
62see, for example, Wallace Cable Brown, The Triumph of Form, p. 30, 
and Allardyce Nicoll, Dryden and His Poetry (London, 1923), p. 130. 
63The Prologues and Epilogues of John Dryden: A Critical Edition 




typically satiric, colloquial, employing disvalue symbols, and the Ox-
ford group, which are complimentary, employing a more elevated diction 
and relying on value symbols. 66 Some of the typical image groups which 
he identifies (with excellent analysis of their contextual function) 
include the monarch and wit as value symbols (often associated with 
each other) and atomism "as a metaphor for the unrelated parts of 
aesthetically poor works."67 
One does not, of course, make a sharp transition from Dryden's 
occasional poems to his satires. Dryden's satiric writing invariably 
grows out of some contemporary conflict, usually political or literary. 
For this reason, studies of the satiric poems regul arly give attention 
to the context of events out of which the satires arise, and few 
commentators have been so bold as to claim much transcendent signif-
icance except to suggest that some of the satiric portraits may be 
seen both as types and individual satiric sketches. Generally, most 
studies of Dryden ' s satires confirm their essentially topical nature. 
65 (Yale University, 1951), pp. 9-10. 
66Pages 5-6. 
67Pages 12-14, 35, 40-43. 
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Nevertheless, it is chiefly upon the satiric poems that Dryden's 
reputation rests in modern times. Behind this fact, which is shortly 
to be documented, lies a shift in the attitude toward satire from the 
nineteenth-century, when Dryden's status as a first-rate satirist con-
ferred on him the rank of a second-rate poet, to the twentieth-century, 
which has seen an increase in the number and quality of studies of 
satire in general and Dryden's satires in particular. The survival of 
a dilletante attitude and treatment of Dryden's satires can be dated 
at least as late as Aldous Huxley's chatty and condescendingly appre-
ciative article entitled "Forgotten Satirists," published in 1920. 68 
MacFlecknoe , long thought to be Dryden's response to Shadwell's 
attack on him in The Medal of John Bayes, which was published in 1682, 
was shown by George Thorn-Drury in 1925 to have been written earlier, 
perhaps as early as 1678, and circulated in manuscript before it was 
printed, as evidenced by references to Dryden's poem that can be dated 
. 69 before 1682. Further support for Thorn-Drury's thesis, based on the 
68London Mercury , I (March, 1920), 565-573. A more mature approach 
can be dated at least as early as A. W. Verrall's Lectures on Dryden 
(1914). 
69
"Some Notes on Dryden," RES, I (April, 1925), 187-197. Thorn-
Drury had earlier scotched the suggestion of Percy L. Babington in his 
article "Dryden Not the Author of 'MacFlecknoe, '" MLR , XIII (Jan., 1918), 
25-34, to the effect that John Oldham was the real author. See "Dryden's 
'MacFlecknoe. ' A Vindication," MLR, XIII (July, 1918), 276-281. See 
also H. M. Belden, "The Authorship of MacFlecknoe," MLN , XXXIII (Dec., 
1918), 449-456, and Mark Van Doren, Appendix: "The Authorship of 
MacFlecknoe," John Dryden 2 A Study of His Poetry, pp. 267-278. 
discovery of further references to MacFlecknoe , has been provided by 
Harold Brooks and R. Jack Smith. 7° The elusive question of what, 
then, was actually the occasion of Dryden's attack on Shadwell has 
been explored by several scholars, the most thorough being Albert s. 
Borgman, Daniel M. McKeithan, and R. Jack Smith, each of whom trace 
the history of Dryden's running critical and personal warfare with 
Shadwell in the prefaces and ephemeral documents which record that 
conflict of dramatic theories and personalities . 71 
MacFlecknoe has received the high praise of Dryden's most out-
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standing critics and is generally acknowledged to be one of his great-
est poems, although Mr. Van Doren is not completely representative 
when he says that "it has not been unusual to consider [i..y;}Dryden's 
masterpiece." 72 Van Doren thinks that "for sheer cumulative destruc-
tiveness" his character sl<etch of Shadwell "has no equal in satire . "73 
And Mr . Eliot callsMacFlecknoe "the piece of Dryden's which is the 
70Brooks, ''\vhen Did Dryden Write MacFlecknoe?--Some Additional 
Notes," RES, XI (Jan., 1935), 74-78, and Smith , "The Date of MacFlecknoe," 
RES, XVIII (July, 1942), 322-323 . 
7lsee Borgman, Thomas Shadwell: His Life and Comedies (New York, 
1928) , 38-64; McKeithan, 11The Occasion of MacFlecknoe , " PMLA, XLVII 
(Sept., 1932), 766-771; and Smith, "Dryden and Shadwell: A Study in 
Literary Controversy," unpubl. diss . (Cornell University, 1941). 




most fun, which is the most sustained display of surprise after sur-
prise of wit from line to line11 ; he especially praises Dryden for 
his habit of continually enhancing his satiric victim: 11he makes his 
object great, in a way contrary to expectation; and the total effect 
74 is due to the transformation of the ridiculous into poetry . 11 Most 
of Dryden's critics have shared this enthusiasm for MacFlecknoe , al-
though many would give first prize rather to Absalom and Achitophel. 
It is instructive to trace the chronological development of 
subtlety in the criticism of satire as reflected in the discussion 
of MacFlecknoe . Hugh Walker, writing in 1925 on English Satire and 
Satirists , gives the poem the usual treatment, glossing references 
in order to make it possible for the modern reader to obtain full en-
joyment of Dryden's wit. He calls MacFlecknoe "as nearly perfect in 
its kind as a poem can be," but his reasons are trivial: "largely 
because the plan is not made too extensive , nor the incidents too 
diversified . " 75 This is not very sophisticated criticism, although 
one might infer that Mr . Walker is trying to suggest why he prefers 
this satire to Absalom and Achitophel , or perhaps to the Dunciad . 
At any rate , he considers it a rather simply constructed piece, as 
evidenced by his comments and by his view that MacFlecknoe is merely 
74"John Dryden , " Selected Essays , p . 266 . 
75(London , 1925) , p . 161 . 
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personal satire--"the most severe of all the personal satires in 
English."76 In a similar fashion George R. Noyes, who also considers 
it a "masterpiece , " calls it "the finest personal lampoon in the whole 
history of English literature.rr77 Such has been the status of 
MacFlecknoe with many of its readers, although not so many have con-
sidered it to be the pinnacle of Dryden's satiric achievement. 
The most valuable studies of the poem have tended to go further 
than simply treating it as lampoon, or witty personal attack . Rather , 
the better criticisms follow in one way or another the hint thrown out 
by Mr . Eliot when he says that Dryden constantly enhances his victim. 
Guy L. Diffenbaugh' s discussion of MacFlecknoe in his study of mock 
heroic poetry contains some sound judgments and some unsound scholar-
ship . 78 Although he is off the ttac.k when he calls it "a consistent 
parody with mock-heroic, he anticipates more recent criticism when he 
points out that in MacFlecknoe Dryden fuses the satiric character 
76 Page 160. 
77''Biographical Sketch, " The Poetical Works of Dryden, rev . ed. 
(Boston, 1950), p . xxxvii. 
78The Rise and Development of the Mock Heroic Poem in England 
from 1660 to 1714 , "Dryden's MacFlecknoe ," (Urbana, 1926), pp. 18, 13. 
Diffenbaugh published in 1926, but apparently without benefit of Thorn~ 
Drury's discovery concerning the date of MacFlecknoe , and his discussion 
of Dryden's satiric purpose reflects the older view (he considers it a 
reply to .The Medal of John Bayes) , while his investigation of its place 
in Dryden's artistic development is all wrong (Dryden is improving on 
his prior success in Absa lom and Achitophel) . 
172 
tradition with the mock heroic: 'MacFlecknoe is a verse character 
dramatically presented and set in motion in an epic episode."79 
Richard E. Hughes insists that to call it a lampoon is to miss much 
of its appeal; he considers it "a mock oratorical piece" ~vhich uses 
rhetorical devices for the purposes of both parody and satire.80 
And Reuben Brower calls HacFlecknoe a poem in which "Dryden made his 
finest satirical use of the heroic manner, truly combining the 'venom' 
of the one style with the 'majesty' of the other."81 In another brief 
discussion, Henry K. Miller has placed it in the tradition of ironic 
praise that comes down to the Augustans from such predecessors as the 
Praise of Folly , but his discussion of Dryden's poem is unfortunately 
curtailed because "the paradoxical praise is a technique, not an end" 
in it, merely secondary to the "fable."82 
David Worcester has given MacFlecknoe perceptive but unfortunately 
brief treatment in his admirable little book The Art of Satire (1940). 
His brevity derives, apparently, not from lack of regard for the poem 
so much as the size of his topic . He classifies MacFlecknoe as "high 
burlesque," which by definition "treats a trivial subject in an 
79Pages 5, 14-16. 
80"The Sense of the Ridiculous: Ridicule as a Rhetorical Device 
in the Poetry of Dryden and Pope," unpubl. diss. (University of 
Wisconsin, 1954), pp. 179-184. 
8l"Dryden' s Epic Manner and Virgil," p. 134. 
82"The Paradoxical Encomium with Special Reference to Its Vogue 
in England, 1600-1800, " MP , LIII (Feb., 1956), 166. 
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elevated manner11 ; the category includes both mock-heroic and parody.83 
His generalization that in high burlesque the ironic fiction must be 
carefully preserved does not quite fit MacFlecknoe , in which he finds 
"a brilliant illustration of the art of building up with one hand and 
knocking down with the other . "84 Worcester considers Dryden's greatest 
contribution to the development of the satiric poem to be "his diversion 
of English satire into the channel of high burlesque," and he especially 
praises Dryden's 11affection of Virgilian calm11 which heightens the 
effect and rescues satire from its place in the heirarchy of genres as 
b . k. d 85 a su -poet~c ~n • 
A fuller analysis of HacFlecknoe is provided by Paul Goodman in 
his book · The Structure of Literature (l95L~) , a collection of structural 
analyses preoccupied with the problems of the application of genre 
criticism to individual 'vorks . Mr . Goodman's rather jargonistic open-
ing chapter on the validity of the structural approach to 11artifacts 11 
and his pointless categorizing of MacFlecknoe under the section on 
11 comic plots, 11 sub-heading "sophisticated , " are an indication of the 
worst characteristics of his method and practice. He outdoes himself, 
for example , when he tries to explain what he means when he defines a 
par ody as "a 'sophisticated' mixture , " but he finally comes to the 
83(Cambridge, Hass . , 1940) , pp . 46 - 47 . 
84page 47 . 
85pages 158- 159 . 
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point that "as a parody, it mocks by sophisticatedly telling a base 
incident in an epic manner," and he presents excellent instances from 
the poem to show how Dryden deflates the object of his contempt.86 
Some of his best citations, however , seem to give the lie to his ob-
servation that MacFlecknoe is "a rough invective j_becaus~7 it calls 
names and mal(es ridiculous," or again, that "this is a fairl'y sl:,np-:i:e-
minded satire, aiming at broad effects."87 11r. Goodman's neo-
Aristotelianism is also an obstacle to his understanding of the poem 
because he finds it lacks an action in the sense of a plot, and be-
cause he misreads the ending, thinking it simply another let-down 
for comic effect that is both sudden and trivial. 88 He quite misses 
the effect derived from an awareness that the ending parodies Elijah 
going to heaven on the whirlwind, bequeathing to the younger prophet 
Elisha both his mantle and a double-portion of his spirit.89 Read 
in this inadequate light, Mr. Goodman fails to see that MacFlecknoe 
has a beginning, middle, and end, although it does not have a "plot" 
as such, nor is the "action" as elaborate as that of the Dunciad. 
86 (Chicago, 1954), pp. 117-121 . Ian Jack, whom we shall discuss 
shortly, treats this point more fully . 
87pages 120, 122 . 
88Pages 124-126 . 
89The ending had not received an adequate interpretation until 
Baird W. Whitlock published "Elijah and Elisha in Dryden's 'MacFlecknoe,'" 
MLN, LXXI (Jan., 1955), 19-20. 
A more adequate and perceptive approach to MacFlecknoe is that 
of Miss Ellen D. Leyburn in her excellent book Satiric Allegory: 
Mirror of Man (1956) . Miss Leyburn considers Dryden's poem among 
the "allegories of mock heroes" or the satiric allegories domina ted 
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not by a plot, although there is a necessary narrative frame, but 
controlled by the character of the hero , or, to be more accurate, the 
"antihero . "90 The object of Dryden's satire in the "mock solemn 
tone" becomes not merely Thomas Shadwell, but "literary stupidity it-
self," so that the ironic double vis ion becomes "the special pleasure 
of reading the poem and makes it give the authentic allegorical elation 
of seeing into a concealed meaning . n91 The idea that Shadwell is both 
a literal fool and the representative of the principle of literary 
folly receives more emphasis in her analysis than the specific 
allusions to Shadwell's plays in the satire . Others have stressed 
the idea that through Shadw·ell as MacFlecknoe Dryden attacks a type 
rather than merely a ridiculous individual . Miss Ruth Wallerstein 
considers Shadwell "the type of folly , and of duncery in general as 
a well-defined aberration from reason , " and Maynard Mack calls 
MacFlecknoe both a personal satire and a work in "the universal 
war • • • between the first- and second- rate" which shows "the Augustan 
writer's characteristic insight that on the health of literature depends, 
90(New Haven, 1956), pp . 34-35 . 
91Pages 34-35 . 
9la in part, the health of society as a whole . t : · · 
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Ian Jack's discussion of MacFlecknoe in his book Augustan Satire, 
Intention and Idiom in English Poetry , 1660-1750 (1952) also emphasizes 
the point that the ironic and satiric uses of the elevated style carries 
the poem beyond the mere abuse of lampoon. 93 This is the point of his 
perception that "in a direct lampoon the lines 
The rest to some faint meaning make pretense 
But Shadwell never deviates into sense, 
would be severe enough . They are rendered lethal by being uttered 
as encomium. "94 Also effective are l'ir . Jack's points about how Dryden 
uses the devices of classical literature in the mock-heroic manner by 
including scenes associated with the low-life of the town, material 
that is "reminiscent of the setting of a low comedy or farce . "95 The 
best of his analysis of the language of MacFlecknoe , however, I ex-
cerpt as follows : 
The fundamental irony is the mock-heroic conception of the whole, and 
the brilliant heroic idiom in which it is written. The ridicule is 
92wallerstein, "To Madness Near Allied: Shaftesbury and His Place 
in the Design and Thought of Absalom and Achitophel," .!:!!:&, VI (August, 
1943), 446 , and Mack, "Introduction," The Augustans , Vol. V of ~nglish 
Masterpieces (Englewood-Cliffs, N.J ., 1950), p. 6. 
93(oxford, 1952), pp. 43-45. 
94page 47 . 
95page 47. 
much more direct than that in A Tale of a Tub or Jonathan Wild the 
Great . Qualities in fact ridiculous are nonsensically praised , but 
they are given their true names, •dulness,~ 'nonsense,~ ~tautology . ~ 
Dryden does not tell us that Shadwell is a great poet, as Fielding 
tells us that Wild is a great man . Instead, and with the greatest 
gusto, he hammers out his lines of magnificent abuse. • • • That 
Dryden is at liberty to speak out in this way is largely due to the 
fact that the heroic idiom is continually asserting that the hero 
is a great man, in a manner which no prose style would be powerful 
enough to do . Helped by the ''ostentation~ of the verse, •• • Dry-
den is at liberty to use direct abuse without being inartistic. 
This mingling of irony with direct abuse is more effective than 
pure irony. 9 
In this passage, the heart of his criticism of MacFlecknoe , 'Hr. Jack 
gets at Dryden's satiric achievement without recourse to the poet's 
intention, which he claims in his prefatory remarks is basic to his 
critical method . Rather, his analysis of this satire is based on a 
close study of the levels of language at work together in the poem. 
He adds a footnote to his analysis , moreover , to the effect that our 
"appreciation of the devastating satire of MacFlecknoe should not be 
allowed to blind us to its sheer comedy"; in fact, he is so carried 
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away by the "mischievous joy" which he senses in Dryden's portrait of 
Shadwell that he calls it "a creature of the comic imagination" which 
can take its place "as a Jnember of the same company as Sir John Fal-
staff himself . 97 
A rather different and less satisfactory approach to MacFlecknoe 
96Pages 50-Sl. 
97Pages Sl-52 . 
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is taken by A. L. Korn, who sees it in part as a burlesque of Cowley's 
attempt to write the modern epic in his Davideis . Actually, Dr. John-
son had long before noted an echo of Cowley's epic in Dryden's satire, 
but Mr. Korn thinks that the two poems are "linked together, although 
not consecutively , by an extended and witty parallelism" that is sus-
tained by "a succession of organically related passages" in Dryden's 
poem. 98 Mr . Korn is somewhat at a loss about 'vhat to do with his dis-
covery; at one time it all seems to add up to parody, which is a 
little hard to explain in a poem about Shadwell, and at the next 
moment he says that Dryden is not ridiculing Cowley, but reworking 
the material to his own ends . 99 His point that Dryden uses Biblical 
materials need not support his view that this is a "burlesque imitation 
of the sacred poem" attempted by Cowley . 100 Mr . Korn is obviously 
puzzled by the questions that his views raise, and he does not provide 
any satisfactory answers , or even any suggestions. At the best, it 
seems to me, he has further documented echoes in Dryden's mock-heroic 
style from Cowley's modern epic, but he has not made a good case for 
the view that MacFlecknoe on one level is a mock-heroic satire of 
Shadwell, and on another, apparently unrelated level, burlesque of 
Cowley. 
98HLQ , XIV (Feb. , 1951), 102-103. 
99pages 103- 105 . 
lOOp age 111. 
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Absalom and Achitophel (1681) has generally received more attention 
and greater acclaim than MacFlecknoe; actually, although we have seen 
that MacFlecknoe has been called Dryden's masterpiece, more critics 
would reserve that label for Absalom. Byron D. Murray's investigation 
of Dryden's works in the nineteenth century shows that it received the 
applause not only of Sir Walter Scott, who never errs on the conser-
vative side in his estimate of "Glorious John" Dryden, but also of 
William Hazlitt and Thomas Babington Macaulay, who pay high tribute to 
Absalom and Achitophel as Dryden's greatest, although their praise is 
qualified by their reservations about the "rank" of Dryden in the whole 
context of English poetry. 101 One of the curious points about the re-
putation of the poem in the nineteenth century is that James Russell 
Lowell has so little to say about it: his main idea is merely that 
there is no malice in Dryden's satires, as there is in Pope's, 102 a 
point that is as unfair to Pope as it is too generous to Dryden. No 
less suspect is his antithesis between Dryden as a satirist dealing 
more directly with the moral character of his subjects and Pope as 
more concerned with external mannerisms, idiosyncrasies, and defects. 103 
101
"Lowell's Criticism of Dryden and Pope," unpubl. diss. (State 
University of Iowa, 1945), pp. 75-79. 
102 
''Dryden," Among My Books (Boston, 1895), p. 67. 
103pages 70-71. Even Mr. Murray, the champion of Lowell as a 
critic, admits that Hallam's review of Scott's Life (1808) is more 
satisfactory on Dryden's satires than Lowell's essay. See Murray, p . 83. 
180 
Opinion around the turn of the century continues the notion 
that Absalom and Achitophel is Dryden's greatest satire, although 
the idea is often echoed simply as a critical cliche, without specific 
reference to the poem. A. W. Ward, for example, calls it the greatest 
English political satire--"greatest without even a suggestion of rival-
ry"--and he defends the ending, often supposed a blemish. 104 Richard 
Garnett calls Absalom "the finest example of political satire in Eng-
lish literature," and Hilliam Courthope anticipates more recent studies 
when he says that "in his elevation of satire to epic dignity, and in 
his general treatment of the subject, Dryden defied comparison," al-
though Courthope fails to develop his ideas beyond general statement.l05 
He must go to George Saintsbury for our first really ample dis-
cussion of Absalom arid Achitophel . Saintsbury has, however, taken a 
view that has done more harm to the reputation of this satire than 
any other, if one may judge by the currency of his reading in subse-
quent literary histories. Recognizing the importance of the seventeenth-
century "character" portrait to the construction of Absail.om and 
Achitophel, he says 
104 - -
"Dryden's Verse ll88Q/, Collected Papers, IV (Cambridge, 1921), 
68-69. 
105 Garnett, The Age of Dryden (London, 1895), p. 21, and Courthope, 
History of English Poetry , IV (London, 1903), 509. 
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Dryden, accordingly, made his poem little more than a string of por-
traits, connected together by the very slenderest thread of narrative, 
and interspersed with occasional speeches in which the arguments of 
his own side were put in a light as favourable, and those of the other 
in a light as unfavourable as possible . He was always very careless 
of anything like a regular plot for his poems--a carelessness rather 
surprising in a practised writer for the stage. But he was probably 
right in neglecting this point . The subjects with 'qhich he dealt 
were of too vital an interest to his r eaders to allow them to stay 
and ask the question, whether the poems had a beginning, a middle, 
and an end . Sharp personal satire and biting political denunciation 
needed no such setting as this--a setting which to all appearance 
Dryden was as unable as he was unwilling to give . l06 
In the context of this passage on the structural shortcomings of 
Absalom and Achitophel , and his feeble explanation of it, Saintsbur~'s 
prai~e of incidental merits, such as the variety and antithetical point-
edness of his couplet, his rapid movement , his light, almost detached 
tone, is less impressive than it might be . 107 Finally, in his dis-
cussion of Absalom as a collection of satiric verse characters, Saints-
bury praises Dryden for avoiding the extremes of making his portraits 
either too particular or too general: "his figures are always at once 
types and individuals."108 
Saintsbury's view of Absalom and Achitophel as "little more than 
a string of portraits , connected together by the very slenderest 
thread of narrative, and interspersed with occasional speeches" has 
106 Dryden, p. 74 . 
107Pages 74-78 . 
108Page 77. 
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been the basis of much criticism of the poem, especially in run-of-
the-mill literary histories. It is also reflected, for instance, 
in an article published in 1943 by Anna J. DeArmond, on "Some Aspects 
of Character-Writing in the Period of the Restoration," which places 
Dryden's satires in the character tradition . 109 It informs the 
rather loosely organized impressionistic remarks on ~bsalom to be 
found in Hugh Walker's book English Satire and Satirists (1925) . 110 
Saintsbury's conception is probably related , directly or indirectly, 
to C. s . Lewis's wild charge that we read it for "the incidental 
merits" but that there is in the poem as a whole "a radical defect, 
consubstantial with Dryden's original conception. It is no mere 
accident. 111 The worl< is not merely maimed, it is diseased at the heart . " 
Saintsbury's view also seems to be behind Geoffrey Tillotson's 
article "Absalom and Achitophel" (1952) in which he begins his rather 
random remarks with a comparison of the poem with Chaucer's Prologue 
to the Canterbury Tales : both works, among other parallels of form 
109Bulletin of the University of De laware, 16th ser . (1943), 
pp . 55-89 . 
110(London and Toronto, 1925), pp . 152- 158 . Mr. Walker finds 
the poem a little uneven in quality and says that it is "marred by 
one great flaw--its end . " As a result he concludes that "the supreme 
merit of ! bsalom and Achitophel is beyond doubt its superb gallery of 
portraits." 
111 
"Shelley, Dryden, and Mr . Eliot," Rehabilitations and Other 
Essays (Oxford, 1939), p . 8. 
and tone, "present an array of 'characters. '"112 David Worcester's 
rather surprising neglect of Absalom and Achitophel is a little hard 
to explain, but the clue lies in his rather mechanical description 
of it as one-third "a series of portraits , " one-third speeches, and 
one-third description, with a slight narrative element. 113 At any 
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rate, he does not go much further than to observe that Dryden's "por• 
traits ,were the most brilliant of their kind because his air of lofty 
gravity allowed him to scrutinize his victims coolly and to dismiss 
them with an almost affectionate contempt. "114 Mark Van Doren follows 
the implications of Saintsbury's reading in his treatment of Absalom 
and Achitophel as "a gallery of portraits . "115 Van Doren goes to 
great lengths sketching the character tradition prior to Dryden; in 
fact he offers only the sketchiest and most general criticism as 
comment on his rather lengthy quotations from his favorite portraits. 116 
Apart from the commonplace ''Dryden's pictures ••• are '.rorks of 
genius," the only really significant critical remark he makes is this 
112Listener , Jan. 8, 1942, p. 51. It is his objection to the 
particularity of Absalom and Achitophel , its close ties ''lith the 
political circumstances which produced it, which make him call it 
"a greater seventeenth-century poem than it is a great poem." (Page 52). 
113Th~ Art of Satire, pp. 157-158 . 
114 Page 158. 
115John Dryden: A Study of His Poetry, p. 150. 
116pages 150-162 . 
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acute perception: "Often he seemed to be saying the last word about 
a man when actually he said almost nothing; he seemed to weave a close 
garment about his subject when in truth he only latticed him over 
with antitheses."117 Finally, as late as 1950, in spite of a rather 
large body of criticism which had developed in the first half of the 
twentieth century to qualify if not undermine the view that Absalom 
is loosely organized, David Nichol Smith treats it simply as a superb 
rogued gallery, praising it for a universal quality that gives it 
vitality for a modern audience: "omit details, and the politicians 
in Absalom and Achitophel might be politicians of other times."118 
His judgment that "Achitophel controls the action of the poem, whereas 
Zimri does not" derives from Miss Wallerstein's study of the role of 
Achitophe1 in the poem (to which we shall come pre~ently), but he 
does not suggest that the poem is as well-organized as Miss Waller-
. 1 . 119 ste~n c a~ms. 
Actually, the dominant trend of modern criticism of Absalom and 
Achitophel transcends the tradition of Saintsbury and Van Doren with 
their comments on the superb gallery of portraits and the implied 
correlative of faulty structure. The origins of recent revisions of 
ll7p age 158. 
118 John Dryden (Cambridge, 1950), pp. 54-55. 
119Pages 52-53. 
this estimate stem from the discussion of A. W. Verrall in 1914, who 
considers it "the finest political poem that exists."120 
The key to Verrall's approach is in his variation of the con-
185 
ventional judgment that Absalom and Achitophel is the finest political 
satire in the language . For Verrall denies that it is a satire, al-
though "the figure of Achitophel is partly 'satiric,' that is to say, 
it is intended as a hostile picture of the man S haftesbu~y . And it 
is these elements or passages in the work, partly because they are de-
tachable and quotable, that are perhaps the best known . But they do 
not cover the type; if we must classify the poem, it is best to call 
it an 'epyllion, or epic in miniature, comprising satiric elements . •nl21 
By this Verrall means that in Absalom Dryden comes nearest to writing 
the epic he so long planned to do, and the situation presented in the 
poem offered to him epic rather than merely satiric material: "Here 
was a national episode immensely important and exciting, with a compact, 
simple issue almost expressible as a single situation ; the details and 
progress of the story might be omitted or summarized, and the characters 
12°Lectures on Dryden, p . 21 . The italics are mine. Verrall was 
anticipated by Charles W. Previte-Orton, who in his book Political 
Satire in English Poetry (Cambridge, 1910) picks up Courthope's per-
ception that Dryden elevated satir e to an epic level, and further points 
out, "The lack of a plot is skilfully disguised in the orderly move-
ment of the poem. Arrangement takes the place of adventures" (pp . 98-99) . 
Rather than developing this new idea, however, he proceeds to praise the 
individual verse characters. 
12lp 59 age • 
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merely described in epigrams, Dryden's forte . " "Further, the verse, 
especially in these main parts of the structure, is the very purest in 
style and most musical in sound which Dryden could compass, that is to 
say, the best of its kind of which English verse has been found capable . " 123 
Although he does not deny that Dryden departs from the epic~yle into a 
lower satiric mode , Verrall does not discuss the juxtaposition of the 
two levels of style , except to imply that Dryden violates or abandons 
his epic tone at times, such as in his portrait of Titus Oates . l24 
Although others had noticed echoes of Milton in Dryden's poem, especially 
from the temptation scene in Paradise Lost , Verrall places special em-
phasis on Achitophel 's temptation of Absalom as "the central and all 
important episode," noting the Mil tonic touches in the way Dryden 
develops the scene as well as the generally epic treatment . 125 He also 
considers the Biblical parallel mainly as a "happy device" used pri-
marily "to admit the heroic style , " constantly stressing the point that 
Dryden does not follow the Biblical story too closely. l26 
122p 49 age • 
l23page 56 . 
124page 85 . 
125Pages 55 , 63- 64 . 
126Pages 56 - 58 . 
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In stressing the epic tone and elevated diction of Absalom and 
Achitophel Verrall has not merely shifted the attention from the much-
praised satiric passages of the poem; he has, by stressing the 
centrality of the temptation scene and the King's final epic speech, 
argued effectively for the view that this is not a badly constructed 
poem. He buttresses his argument by insisting that the basis of the 
poem is a situation, not a story in the sense of a plotted action . l27 
According to this reading, which certainly has validity, although it 
seems to me it goes too far in neglecting the satiric notes, "the 
poem is an announcement and a prophecy of the royal triumph, and an 
appeal to the nation for grateful acquiescence,"128 rather than an 
attack in the form of a series of portraits loosely strung like beads 
on a thread. 
Verrall's analysis of Absalom and Achitophel is behind many of 
the recent discussions of the poem, although his minimization of the 
satiric elements has not been followed by many. Sir Herbert J. c. 
Grierson has made a telling point in his remark that "in it Dryden 
has made a more effective use of Paradise Lost than in the State of 
129 Innocence . " John Butt treats the poem as Dryden's "nearest 
128Page 54 . 
129Grierson and J . C. Smith, A Critical History of English Poetry 
(New York, 1946), p . 200. 
approximation to an epic," and he too asserts the importance of the 
parallel to Paradise Lost in Dryden's temptation scene. 13° Morris 
Freedman has explored the Miltonic echoes more fully, noting a 
parallel to Paradise Regained as well as to Paradise Lost: "The 
rooting of Absalom in Milton's epical myth raises Dryden's poem, 
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ostensibly about a purely temporal political conflict, to an eminence 
far above that of other political poems of the time."l31 Freedman 
finds in Dryden's allusive use of Milton a brilliant anticipation of 
modern literary practice: 
Dryden wrote before Pound, Eliot , and Joyce developed the device of 
using echoes, fragments, and structures of past works. There cannot 
be found between Absalom and Paradise Lost and Paradise Regained quite 
the careful equation of characters and situations that there is between 
Ulysses and the Odyssey . But while Dryden's literary counterpointing 
in Absalom was not so precise as Joyce's , it achieves as calculated an 
effect . Milton's themes are heard simultaneously with Dryden's . The 
Miltonic tone in Absalom suggests that the political conflict in 1681 
had gone beyond simple state issues and had become a concrete embodi-
ment of Milton's abstract battle between good and evil.l32 
Freedman points out, moreover, that on another, perhaps unconscious 
level, the Miltonic echoes and parallels become parody, because of the 
grotesque element in some of the parallels . l33 
130The Augustan Age, pp. 14-15 . 
13l"Milton and Dryden," unpubl. diss . (Columbia University, 1953), 
pp. 142-143. 
l32pages 143-145 . 
133Pages 158-163 . 
Wallace C. Brown has built on Verrall's reading of Absalom and 
Achitophel in an attempt to give the lie to the modern charge that 
neoclassical satire is lacking in dramatic tension, "the setting up 
of oppositions on the various levels of rhythm, sound, syntax, and 
meaning , LwhicQf attract and repel, supplement and neutralize, one 
another in an intricate pattern of 'tensions' which strengthen the 
vitality and intrinsic unity of the poem."134 Brown does not ignore 
the satiric material in the poem, but he points out that it, as in 
the other great neoclassic satires , is full of complex attitudes, 
not just the one tone of disapproval: "within it, almost equally 
emphasized, are the contrasting attitudes of complete approval and 
disapproval. And bebveen these extremities the rhythm, sound, syn-
tax, and meaning shuttle back and forth to create an intricate com-
plex of patterns . "l35 He finds "tension" in the balance of the 
portraits on either side, 136 but, I ask, is there an equal and 
opposite vitality in any of the "characters" portrayed on the King's 
side? Mr . Brown is better in his analysis of the dual tendencies in 
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some of the famous satiric couplets, where Dryden appears to be work-
ing in the panegyric vein only to devastate his tentative compliment 
134
"Dramatic Tension in Neoclassic Satire," College English , VI 
(Feb ., 1945), 263. 
l35Page 263. 
with a final thrust of the knife. 137 He also shows how patterns of 
alliteration, rhyme, and vowel repetition contribute to the subtlety 
of contrasting and ironic effects. 138 
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Reuben A. Brower has written a penetrating discussion of Absalom 
and Achi tophel in his article "An Allusion to Europe: Dryden and 
Tradition" (1952). He points out that in the poem Dryden has combined 
his two styles, the heroic and the colloquial, offering within the 
same poem the "declamatory tone that is both Biblical-ecclesiastical 
and Roman-heroic" in its "range of allusion" and also "another tone 
which is unmistakably the voice of the prologues, insolently vulgar 
and knowingly unliterary. "139 Mr . Brower provides some excellent 
discussion of allusive language, particularly in the Titus Oates 
(Corah) portrait, where the epic style frequently suggests Virgil, 
only to be undermined by satiric meaning, as in the ambiguous "thou 
monumental brass" or "prodigious," "which nicely combines Latin 
solemnity with the literal Latin meaning of 1monstrous. '"140 Brower 
prefers the label "allusive irony" to "mock-heroic" as more accurate-
ly descriptive of Dryden • s method; "his mode is allusive in a variety 
137Page 264. 
l38Pages 265-265. 
139ELH, XIX (March, 1952), 42. 
140Pages 41-42. 
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of ways: in close imitation or parody of other writers, in less exact 
references to languages, styles, and conventions of other literatures--
Classical, Biblical, and French--, in drawing on the popular parallels 
between contemporary religious and political situations and those of 
141 
ancient history, sacred and secular." 
Maynard Mack, in a capable but brief analysis prefixed, of all 
things, to a survey text of major Augustan authors, has read the 
poem in terms of the conflict of values: "this is a confrontation 
of forces, executed--since the historical situation allows no decisive 
action in the poem--as an analysis of value, and especially the kind 
f 1 h · b 11· · the k.;ng. "142 o va ue t at can env~sage re e ~on aga~nst • In addition 
to discussing Dryden's manipulation of attitudes by means of the Bibli-
cal story, Mack perceives the importance of Dryden's treatment of the 
portrait of Shimei "in terms of a perversion of religious values by 
price values," as contrasted with the side of the angels, where loyal-
ties transcend materialism.l43 
One of the best discussions of Absalom and Achitophel is that of 
141Page 4. Brower has further comments on the heroic style in 
Absalom and Achitophel in his article "Dryden's Epic Manner and Virgil," 
PMLA , LV (March, 1946), 131-134, but the later article is more criti-
cally significant. 
142
"Introduction," The Augustans, p. 8. 
143Pages 8-9. 
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Ian Jack in Augustan Satire (1952) . He, too, is in the Verrall tra-
dition of interpretation, preferring to call it "a witty heroic poem" 
rather than simply a satire, and acknowledging that Verrall's views 
are behind his point that the Biblical allegory "helped Dryden to 
raise his poem to a dignified level without collapsing into bathos . "l44 
He does not , however, ignore the satiric note like Verrall, but he 
pushes his point a bit too far, it seems to me, when he says that 
"Dryden is hardly less concerned with panegyric than with satire: 
he wishes to praise the King's friends while he censures his enemies," 
or when he claims· t hat the set speeches "of forensic oratory can 
hardly be overpraised: they are every bit as good as the celebrated 
'characters . "'145 But by stressing the witty use of heroic language 
as well as the grand scheme and national theme, and at the same time 
pointing out the shifts in tone and diction in some of the more ob-
viously satiric passages, he demonstrates "the richness and variety 
of conception and idiom that may be found within what is usually re-
garded as a single poetic mode: Augustan satirical verse . "l46 And 
one happy result of Mr . Jack's interest in the epic speeches is his 
discovery of a relationship of the "magnificent hypocrisy" of 
144Augustan Satire: Intention and Idiom in English Poetry, 1660-
1750 (Oxford, 1952), p . 59 . 
145Pages 63, 67 . 
146Page 146 . 
Absalom's address to the mob with the ironic oratory of Mark Antony 
in Julius Caesar . 147 His r eading of Absalom and Achitophel is 
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supported by Miss Lilian Feder in her study of the rhetorical passages 
in the poem, a study which is vitiated by the suggestion that the 
orator who seems to be lurking in the poem is "presenting with the 
eloquence at his command the political positions of both sides in 
an important public issue . "l4B Dryden's fairness to the opposition 
has long been recognized, but the poem is hardly neutral; it is in-
formed by the Tory values of loyalty and anti-republicanism all the 
way through . 
A somewhat different approach to Absalom is taken by Miss Leyburn 
in her book Satiric Allegory, but she too attacks the notion that the 
poem is merely a collection of portraits . "Far from being a collection 
of portraits in a gallery," she says, "the characters of Absalom and 
Achitophel are actors in a dramatic story. "149 In her consideration 
of the structure of the poem Miss Leyburn stresses two main points: 
Dryden's exploitation in his presentation of "the inherent drama in 
the Biblical story and in its implications concerning the situation in 
England," and also his management of "the two levels of interest" in 
147 Pages 63-65 . 
148"John Dryden's Use of Classical Rhetoric," PMLA, LXIX (Dec., 
1954), 1275 . 
149(New Haven, 1956), p. 16. 
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the parallels of character and action between the historical situation 
and the Biblical narrative.lSO She also finds significance for the 
structure of Absalom in the aphoristic comments and generalizations 
about human nature and government sprinkled throughout the poem: 
they are "one of Dryden's most effective means of keeping alive the 
double consciousness on which the allegory depends."lSl 
One unusual approach to Absalom and Achitophel is that taken by 
Kenneth Young in his biography of Dryden. Mr . Young, after some ob-
servations about the poem as a political satire, turns his attention 
to certain passages which interest him as a biographer. "In one 
respect," he tells us, "the poem is very personal indeed, for from 
beginning to end there is a strong undercurrent of sexuality combined, 
though less often, with a tendency towards blasphemy. Both--and this 
is the significant point--are irrelevant to the matter of the poem. "l52 
Noting that Dryden was fifty when he wrote Absalom and Achitophel, 
Young theorizes that "the tone of the undercurrents in these satirical 
poems 1he finds imagery of sex and disease in The Medal as well/ is 
that of impotence, or fear of impotence, accompanied by an irrepressible 
lSOPage 22. 
lSlpage 21. 
152John Dryden, A Critical Biography (London, 1954), p. 125. 
upsurge of unhealthy images . "153 Mr . Young is an amateur analyst, 
however, and this is as far as he goes with his material. He seems 
rather puzzled, moreover, by the failure of Religio Laici , also 
written in this period, to provide further sexual references . l54 
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One or two technical studies have some bearing on the reputation 
of Absalom and Achitophel . We may readily dismiss Sister Mary C. 
Hoefling's Book A Study of the s ·tructure of Meaning in the Sentences 
of the Satiric Verse Characters of J ohn Dryden (1946), which has 
little critical value , being a statistical study of the "526 units 
of syntactic structure separated from one another by periods, inter-
rogation , and exclamation points , " and apparently all dedicated to 
the proposition that Mr . Eliot is right about the normative quality 
of Dryden's poetic language . 155 Giles M. •. Sinclair's thesis on "The 
Aesthetic Function of Rime in Dryden ' s Verse" is more valuable, for 
it shm-1s that the uses to which Dryden puts rhyme in Absalom supports 
the view that the poem is not merely satirical, but argumentative as 
well , its basic theme being "the distrust of disorder . "156 Mr . Sin-
clair , adapting the practice of an analysis of the rhyme of Pope by 
W. K. Wimsatt , who categorizes rhymes as "parallel" or "oblique," 
l53Page 126 . 
l54Page 126 . 
155(washi~gton D. C., 1946); see pp . viii , 103 . 
156
unpubl. diss . (University of Michigan , 1953); see pp . 111- 112. 
chooses rather the more positive categories "coordination, 11 11 sub-
ordination," and 11continuation" to sort out the rhymes in Dryden as 
they relate to meaning. 157 He is especially effective in his dis-
cussion of the large number of couplets in which the rhyme words 
epitomize the meaning of the couplet, and hence underscore emphati-
cally the thematic significance of those particular passages. 158 
Absalom and Achitophel has been the subject of a number of more 
strictly scholarly discussions, some of which add significantly to 
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our understanding of the poem by relating it to its historical setting. 
Of course, this sort of explanation is basic to most anthology head-
ings and literary histories as they attempt to present the poem to a 
presumably uninformed reader. An interpretation that is at once 
scholarly and critical is that of Miss Wallerstein in an article en-
titled "To ~1adness Near Allied: Shaftesbury and His Place in the 
Design and Thought of Absalom and Achitophel" (1943). Miss Waller-
stein makes essentially two important points about the poem: that 
the portrait of Achitophel is at the structural center of the poem 
(a point which means that the poem is not poorly constructed) and 
that from Dryden's idea that great wit is near allied to madness he 
develops the character of Shaftesbury in terms of "a deliberate and 
157Pages 115-122. 
158p 132 age • 
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serious aberration from reason."159 Without claiming that the satire 
has a narrative plot she points out that it is constructed around a 
contrast in points of view, or values, a contrast which is centered 
in two passages: the temptation of Absalom by Achitophel and David's 
speech from the throne.l60 "Around these scenes are grouped the 
lesser characters--individual actual persons yet revealing also 
typical attitudes toward the issues involved . In these formal 
portraits, Dryden sets before our judgment the ethical and social 
significance of each character and view, thus making manifest the 
theme of the whole . "161 Thus, according to Hiss Wallerstein, the 
poem is not formally plotted, but built around a contrast between 
reason and a specific kind of madness, and every part of the work 
can be related to this structure . 
There have been a number of more historically oriented papers 
that cast light on Absalom and Achitophel . It has been ~nown since 
the work of Sir Walter Scott that the application of the Biblical 
159HLQ, VI (Aug., 1943), 445, 450-451. Hiss Wallerstein finds 
the association of genius with madness in Renaissance thought to be 
an aspect of the topic of melancholy; ~ the association is found in 
Burton, for example (pp. 451-456) . Hoyt Trowbridge, reviewing in 
EQ, XXIII (April, 1944), 164, doubts the validity of this specific 
concept but accepts her structural analysis. But one must accept her 
general theory as a basis for her structural analysis, it seems to me. 
160Page 449. 
16lp 449 age • 
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parallel to this particular situation was not original with Dryden, 
but Richard F. Jones has shown by reference to contemporary pamphlets 
that the application of the life of David to the situation and the 
association of the name "Achitophel" with the idea of a treacherous 
politician was so much a commonplace that it was actually hackneyed: 
Dryden "could not have shown less originality in the selection of the 
vehicle for the satire . "162 Edmund S . DeBeer has written some 
suggestions for the identification of certain characters in the poems, 
identifications that differ from those of the 1716 key to the poem, 
which has been widely accepted in spite of the fact that it has no 
h . 163 aut on.ty . Another important scholarly study, Godfrey Davies' 
article on "The Conclusion of Dryden's 'Absalom and Achitophel'" 
(1946), deals with the issues bound up in David's final speech as they 
refer to the English political situation. 164 A very careful investi-
gation of the whole problem of the historical context of Absalom and 
Achitophel and its relationships to contemporary pamphlets (he finds 
162
"The Originality of Absalom and Achitophel , " MLN , XLVI (April, 
1931), 211-218 . He does not consider this to be a reflection on the 
poem, however . 
163"Absalom and Achitophel: Literary and Historical Notes," RES, 
XVII (July, 1941), 209-309. 
164~, X (Nov . , 1946), 69-82 . A special point of this article 
is that the final speech is a versification not of the King's Oxford 
address, but of His Majesties Declaration, a subsequent official de-
fense of the action . 
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more prior uses of the Biblical allegory) is Hugh T. Cunningham's 
very good dissertation "The Political and Literary Background of Dry-
den's Absalom and Achitophel" (1946) . Subsequent investigations on 
a smaller scale have been recently published by James Kinsley and E. 
S. DeBeer, who dispute traditional identifications of minor characters. 165 -
Absalom and Achitophel , Part II, Nahum Tate's sequel to Dryden's 
masterpiece, to which Dryden contributed a few portraits, including 
the famous Doeg (Settle) and Og (Shadwell), has received just praise 
precisely for those portraits, but because of the nature of its com-
position and its relationship to the previous version, it has not been 
the subject of separate study. This is not, however, to deprecate 
those two portraits, on which nearly every commentator has remarked 
with praise no less high than that afforded the Zimri portrait, or 
some of the others . Witness, for example, Mark Van Doren's obvious 
relish for the "irresistible" Doeg and Og: "merriment," he says, 
"elbows resentment aside" in these lines •166 And from Northrup Frye 
these two portraits elicit praise for Dr yden's "sardonic Vision" 
which transforms his victims "into fantastic dinosaurs of bulging 
flesh and peanut brains."167 This sort of remark, however complimentary, 
165Kinsley, ''Historical Allusions in Absalom and Achitophel," RES, 
n . s. VI (July, 1955), 291-297, and DeBeer, "Historical Allusions in 
Absalom and Achitophel," RES , n.s. VII (Oct., 1956), 410-414 . See also 
Kinsley's reply, pp. 414-415. 
166John Dryden: A Study of His Poetry, p. 163. 
167"The Nature of Satire," .!!IQ, XIV (Oct., 1944), 77. 
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marks the limitations on the kinds of criticism that can deal with 
these literary fragments . 
The Medal (1681) has also been rather neglected, or passed 
swiftly over by the students of Dryden . Mark Van Doren, for instance, 
finds a few lines of concentrated satire on Shaftesbury to quote, but 
he laments the fact that there were so few such passages in it.l68 
David Nichol Smith has perhaps best accounted for the general slight-
ing of The Medal by his highly representative judgment that "the 
blows are not so cleverly delivered . He was not in the same mood to 
play, and he cannot have written this poem with so much pleasure."l69 
Critics as far apart chronologically as Churton Collins (1878) and 
/ Bonamy Dobree (1956) have called it Juvenalian, which amounts essen-
. 11 h d. 170 t~a y to t e same ver ~ct. It has attracted the enthusiasm of 
no major critics, and few critical essays have been devoted to it, 
although it has frequently been discussed simply as a document in 
the Dryden-Shaf tesbury conflict. One article, by W. 0. S . Suther-
land, Jr . , on "Dryden's Use of Popular Imagery in The Medal" (1956) 
shows that the basic language of the poem derives from "a fund common 
to the pamphleteers and the poets" of the day, 171 a point more damaging 
l68page 162 .. 
169John Dryden (Cambridge, 1950), p . 57 . 
170collins, "John Dryden," Essays and Studies (London, 1895), p . 45, 
and Dobr~e, John Dryden (London, 1956), p . 29. 
17luniversity of Texas Studies in English XXXV (1956), 123. 
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to Dryden, it seems to me, than the discovery that the Biblical parallel 
exploited in Absalom and Achitophel was a common device . Mr. Suther-
land's claims about the critical significance of the fact that Dryden 
often turns the imagery of abuse used by the Whigs back against the, 172 
can hardly be appreciated by modern readers . His statement that "the 
best of the figures were . . . marked by a complicating element, a 
fillip of originality~' is not a major point in the article, presumably 
because such fresh images were not that plentiful. 173 
Religio Laici (1682), we have seen, has frequently been studied 
as a document in the Dryden biography. Numerous critics, including 
Scott, Saintsbury, and Lowell, have seen in it some of the tendencies 
that were to lead the author to Rome within the next five years. But 
the chief study of the ideas in Religio Laici has been Louis I. Bredvold's 
The Intellectual ·Milieu of John Dryden (1934), which we have discussed 
in the previous two chapters. To Mr . Bredvold, also, goes the credit 
for most of the research done on the circumstances surrounding the 
publication of the poem, i . e . , its important intellectual relationship 
to the English translation of Father Simon's Histoire critique du Vieux 
Testament, which Bredvold calls the occasion of Religio Laici . 174 Charles 
172Page 132 . 
173Page 133 . 
174page 98. 
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E. Ward has added to Bredvold's research at this point in an article 
giving some of the history of the events leading up to the publication 
in England of Father Simon's controversial work.l75 
Bredvold's is, of course, the most thorough study of the thematic · 
significance of Religio Laici , rendering all previous studies obsolete 
by the depth and scope of its scholarship, and leaving little ground 
for later students to work. The key to his interpretation is his 
statement, "Religio Laici and The Hind and the Panther are so closely 
allied in their philosophy that the earlier poem might be regarded as 
a sort of prelude or introduction to the latter; both are basically 
skeptical and fideistic." 176 And a further quotation reveals why 
Bredvold sees further into the poem than its previous interpreters: 
"The fact that Dryden's polemics in the second poem are directed at 
the church to which he adhered when he wrote the first, should not be 
permitted to obscure the consistency of the purely philosophical con-
tent of both of them."177 Bredvold emphasizes essentially the com-
bination of skeptical distrust of reason and authoritarian faith in 
Christian revelation that underlies ' both poems. 
175 
"'Religio Laici' and Father Simon's 'History,'" MLN, LXI 
(June, 1946), 407-412. 
176Page 121. 
177 Page 123. 
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A. W. Hoffman's discussion of Religio Laici treats the "con-
ventional, traditional, archetypal imagery" of the poem, sparse as it 
may be, except for the rush of images at the opening.l78 Hoffman 
stresses the voice speaking in the poem, "the persona of a reasonable 
man writing a letter to a friend," "the moderate voice" which "con-
sistently seeks to hold the oxymoron of Reason in a balanced position 
and thereby to criticize those who have proudly ignored the darkness 
of Reason or wilfully abjured or cut off its light. "179 He also calls 
attention to the conunercial imagery with which Dryden presents the 
errors, the deviations from the middle way.l80 
One major approach to Religio Laici has been to treat it as a 
prime example of Dryden's ability to reason in verse, one of his 
acknowledged skills in the opinion of most critics. This is essentially 
the treatment of the poem by Mark Van Doren, apart from a brief passage 
in which he hints that the tradition of "character" writing also affects 
Religio Laici : it "indulged in a more subdued kind of caricature when 
it summed up the accomplishments of the private spirit in theology."lSl 
The view that Dryden was an accomplished reasoner in verse, Van Doren 
notes, derives from Dr. Johnson's remark that "the favourite exercise 
f h . · d · · . "182 V D h" lf t . . o ~s m~n was rat~oc~nat~on . an oren ~rose pu s ~t ~n terms 
178"Some Aspects of Dryden's Imagery," pp . 52-55. 
179page 63. 
180Pages 67-69 . 
181Page 166. 
182van Doren, p . 169 . 
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that do not suggest philosophical depth or even breadth: "Dr yden 
was fascinated by the technical problems involved in making rhyme and 
reason lie down together . He was a versifier of propositions rather 
than a philosopher resorting to 'poetry, or even a poet speculating. "183 
Others, however, have considered Religio Laici more as a coherent 
argument in verse, emphasizing its clarity and order.l84 
Donald J . Greene, however, in an important article on "'Logical 
Structure' in Eighteenth-Century Poetry" ( 1952) has disputed the 
accuracy of the term "logical" as applied to eighteenth-century poetic 
structure , and Religio Laici is one of his instances in his case . 185 
This, of all Dryden's didactic poems , he says, comes closest to an 
orderly struct ure , "but how haphazard is its FJ,rrangement every student 
k h h . d 1 f . t "186 no\vs w o as tr~e to vmn~ out a summary o ~ ts argumen • Such 
183page 169 . 
184see, for example , A. W. Ward, ''Dryden," CHEL , VIII (New York, 
1939), 47; ~-7 . P. Ker , Form and Style in Poetry , ed . R. W. Chambers 
(London, 1928), p . 114; and David Nichol Smith, John Dryden, p. 61 . 
185~, XXXI (July, 1952), 315-336. Among those whom he attacks 
for describing eighteenth-century poetry as "logical" are Oliver Elton, 
Leslie Stephen, F. W. Ba teson, and J . R. Sutherland. He attacks Samuel 
Johnson as well for applying the description to the poetry of Dryden 
specifically. 
186Page 328 . Actually, although he uses The Hind and the Panther 
as the prime illustration, rather than Religio Laici , George Saintsbury 
anticipated Mr . Green by nearly 75 years; witness, "Dryden's argu-
mentative poems prove nothing; indeed, the chief of them, The Hind and 
the Panther , is so entirely desultory that it could not prove anything; 
but at the same time , they have a remarkable air of proving something . 
Dryden had, in reality, a considerable touch of the scholastic in his 
mind . " (Dryden, p . 79) . 
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a summary he proceeds to give, emphasizing its discontinuity until 
he concludes that "it would hardly be unfair to regard the \vork as a 
fascinating impressionistic study of the mind of a sincere and sensi-
tive man who has heard considerable theological controversy without 
understanding it too well. One can imagine with what grim relish 
. 187 Milton would have torn it apart." This harsh repudiation is hardly 
sound criticism; neither the poem nor Greene's analysis of it 
necessarily reveals that Dryden has not assimilated the ideas \vith 
which he is working, although Greene has, it must be admitted, rather 
successfully shown that Dryden's thought patterns organize the poem 
by the association of ideas as much as by logical order. Actually, 
this is the position he eventually comes around to: "The characteristic 
quality of Dryden's didactic poetry •.• is not excellence of logical 
arrangement, but a pleasing sort of informal, almost anti-logical 
impressionism. "188 
Finally , the reputation of Religio Laici , especially in the 
nineteenth century , when the rest of the poem was considered not 
especially poetic , has rested most solidly with a number of critics on 
187Pages 328-329 . 
188Page 329 . Mr . Greene considers metaphysical poetry to be 
ordered on a logical pattern more often than Augustan verse, taking 
both on the whole .(p . 335). 
the lyric opening which begins 
Dim as the borrow'd beams of moon and stars 
To lonely, weary, wandring travellers 
Is Reason to the Soul. 
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~1 alter Savage Landor, for a11. extreme example, pronounced that "no thing 
was ever written in hymn equal to the beginning of the Religio Laic~-­
the first eleven lines."189 Van Doren cites the passage as an out-
standing instance of Dryden as a lyric poet. 190 In fact, this, and 
the lines from Aureng-Zebe beginning, 'When I consider life, 'tis 
all a cheat," are probably the best known passages of Dryden's poetry, 
and the most often quoted, sometimes simply as "beautiful poetry," out 
of context. It has been a favorite passage with Roman Catholic writers 
on Dryden, along with the opening lines of The Hind and the Panther. 
And, although it is probably no less highly regarded today, a sentence 
from A. W. Verrall (1914) will best indicate how important this passage 
was to the reputation of the poem before Bredvold called attention to 
the thematic continuity of the whole: "Religio Laid might well be 
dismissed as mere politics but for its astounding commencement."l91 
The Hind and the Panther (1687) has had rather rough treatment 
at the hands of Dryden's critics. His failure in manipulating the 
189
cited in Henry Crabb Robi~son, Diary, Reminiscences, and 
Correspondence, ed. Thomas Sadler, II (Boston, 1870), 292. The entry 
is for Jan. 6, 1842. 
190Pages 185-186. 
191Lectures on Dryden, p. 155. 
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beast fable has been acknowledged since the poem was first published, 
and few critics have cared to dispute this judgment. Actually, criti-
cism of the beast fable has taken two directions. The first is re-
presented earliest by Montague and Prior's parody of the country mouse 
and the city mouse and Dr. Johnson's famous objections to the poem: 
"the scheme of the work is injudicious and inconunodious; for what can 
be more absurd than that one beast should counsel another to rest her 
faith upon a pope and a council? 11192 The second line of attack con-
siders that there is nothing essentially absura about the beast fable 
as such, but recognizes that Dryden failed in the management of that 
fable in his poem. 
The first approach, actually, is the more common. Macaulay, for 
example, made great fun of the way that the animals "while wagging 
their tails and licking their jaws, held a long dialogue touching the 
real presence, the authority of Popes and Councils, the penal laws, 
the Test act . 11193 C. s. Lewis loses no opportunity to attack the poem 
for its 11 irredeemable defect": "the very design of conducting in 
verse a theological controversy allegorized as a beast fable suggests 
in the author a state of mind bordering on insanity. "l94 
192"John Dryden," p . 442. For an account of another attack on 
The Hind and the Panther by Charles Montague, see Helene M. Hooker, 
"Charles Montague's Reply to the Hind and the Panther," ELH, VIII 
(March, 1941), 51-73 . 
193The History of England fro~ the Accession of James the Second, 
ed. Charles H. Firth, II (London, 1914) , 853 . 
194Rehabilitations and Other Essays, pp. 8-9 . 
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According to Mr . Lewis, The Hind and the Panther "is not a poem: 
it is simply a name which we give for convenience to a number of 
pieces of good description, vigorous satire, and 'popular' controversy, 
which have all been yoked together by external violence."195 And this, 
it seems to me, apart from the intemperate language, is not a bad re-
presentative judgment of the poem. 
A more moderate and more judicious form of objection to Dryden's 
management of the beast fable is that of David Nichol Smith, who calls 
it "a strange poem," "disappointing in its structure."196 Mr. Smith 
points out, moreover, what has long been recognized as a source of 
Dryden's inconsistency in the poem, the fact that a change of Royal 
policy while the poem was being written caused Dryden to shift his 
tone in his treatment of the Church of England. 197 But Smith's basic 
complaint is that Dryden's various animals "have no obvious aptness 
for the role which he gives them"~ the Boar, the Bear, and the Wolf, 
for example, might well exchange their respective significances with-
198 
out any loss to the poem. Rather, then, The Hind and the Panther 
is to be praised for the technical skill with which Dryden manages 
certain passages instead of for its structure. 199 
195page 9. 
l96John Dryden, p . 63. 
l97Pages 63-64. 
198Page 64. 
199pages 65-66 . 
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Actually, this position is not far from the view taken by many 
of those who value the poem more highly. Even Macaulay found passages 
pathetic and energetic enough to elicit his praise, while enthusiasm 
for fragmentary passages is the basic kind of criticism in A. H. 
Verrall's extended discussion of the poem. 200 George Saintsbury finds 
The Hind and the Panther uneven in quality, its underlying plan being 
"merely a canvas whereon to embroider all sorts of episodes, digressions, 
and ornaments," which are the chief source of interest. 201 The typical 
Victorian approach to the poem, as a matter of fact, was to prize it 
for certain passages of emotional intensity or autobiographical interest. 
Such a favorite snippet was Dryden's apostrophe to Deity containing the 
lines 
My thoughless youth was wing'd with vain desires, 
My manhood, long misled by wand'ring fires, 
Follmved false lights: and, when their glimpse was gone, 
My pride struck out new sparkles of her own. 
Another was Dryden's famous opening, 
A milk-white Hind, immortal and unchang'd, 
Fed on the l~vns, and in the forest rang'd; 
Without unspotted, innocent within, 
She fear'd no danger, for she knew no sin. 
20~acaulay, "John Dryden," Critical, Historical, and Miscellaneous 
Essays , I, 371-372, and Verrall, Lectures on Dryden, pp. 156-175. 
201Dryden, p. 97. 
It is passages such as these, no doubt, that lie behind Hazlitt's 
opinion that the poem "has more genius, vehemence, and strength of 
description than any other of Dryden's works."202 Similarly, Sir 
Herbert J . C. Grierson is most interested "in the personal passages 
210 
j_in which Dryden rise!i.7 to a higher level of feeling," while more re-
cently this sort of approach is behind Kenneth Young's enthusiasm for 
the "magnificent poetry" of The Hind and the Panther , and George R. 
Noyes's preference of it over Religio Laici for "a certain emotional 
fervor j_vlhic'i} fills the debate . 11203 
A few critics have defended the beast fable against the chorus 
of disapproval. Mark Van Do~en, to name one, treats the descriptions 
of the various sects as exercises in the satiric "character," and 
Bonamy Dobr~e similarly ~inds these passages the best parts of the 
poem. 204 James Kinsley, in an article on "Dryden's Bestiary" (1953), 
has argued from traditional animal lore that there were conventional 
attributes for the various beasts , that inform Dryden's selection of 
animal names for each of the sects, thereby repudiating the view of 
202"on Dryden and Pope," Complete Works of William Hazlitt, ed . 
P. P. Howe (London , 1930), p . 80. 
203Grierson and J. c. Smith, A Critical History of English Poetry, 
p . 201; Kenneth Young, John Dryden , A Critical Biography, p . 154; and 
George R. Noyes, "Biographical Sl<etch," The Poetical Works of Dryden, 
rev . ed ., p. lv. 
204.._ 
·van Doren, John Dryden: A Study of His Poetry, pp. 166-167, 
and Dob~e, John Dryden, p. 31. 
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David Nichol Smith that the attributions were haphazard. 205 And finally, 
Francis Hanley has defended the rather obscure set piece, the Fable of 
the Swallows, by an ingenious interpretation of contemporary references 
in that passage. 206 
Dryden's odes have been the basis, on the whole, for his reputation 
as a lyric poet, Two of them e~pecially, Alexander's Feast and the Song 
for St. Cecilia's Day , have been among Dryden's best known and best liked 
poems. They were, as a number of people have pointed out, the only 
selections chosen from Dryden's poetry for inclusion in Palgrave's 
Golden Treasury , that index to popular taste in the Victorian era~ 
Actually, to these two odes one should add the verses To the Pious 
Memory of ••• Hrs. Anne Killigrew, if one is to consider the three 
poems on which Dryden's reputation as a lyric poet rests most securely 
today. His other odes have received negligible and usually disparaging 
comment; the Threnodia Augustalis is an example, having generally been 
ignored by modern critics and passed swiftly over by the literary 
historians and critical biographers. 
To the Pious Memory of • • • Mrs. Anne Killigrew (1685) has had 
a checkered career with its critics, being much praised by Dr. Johnson, 
205REs , n.s. IV (October, 1953), 331-336. 
206"Ambivalent Allusions in Dryden's Fable of the Svmllows," MLN, 
LXXI (Nov., 1956), 485-487. 
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who felt that it was "undoubtedly the noblest ode that our language 
ever has produced," and especially praised the first stanza, which, 
he said, "flows with a torrent of enthusiasm."207 In the nineteenth 
century, however, it was partially eclipsed by Alexander's Feast , which 
208 
was generally considered to be Dryden's lyric masterpiece in that age. 
In the twentieth century, the ode to Hrs. Killigrew has received 
fresh attention, being explicated by a few critics, although not al-
together to Dryden's advantage, for the poem inevitably invites compari-
son to Donne's anniversary poems, which it resembles in theme and 
structure. The ode has been attacked from a number of points of vie\v. 
c. s. Lewis objects to the "satiric conceits" that Dryden allowed in 
a solemn poem: '''I do not know whether any major poet other than Dryden 
ever played such silly tricks at a funeral. rr209 Huch of the hostile 
criticism is based on the irrelevant question of Dryden's sincerity 
in eulogizing a young lady he lmew so casually. This is the basis of 
Allardyce Nicoll's objections to the poem; it "seems at times to lack 
sincerity," while the same improper yardstick is applied by Gilbert 
Highet, who considers it merely "so much verbal cleverness," because 
"Dryden clearly either did not feel deeply about the girl's death, or 
·was unwilling to give his emotions free expression. "210 
207"John Dryden," p. 439. 
208see Byron D. Murray, "Lowell's Criticism of Dryden and Pope," 
pp. 83-88. 
209Rehabilitations and Other Essays, pp. 24-25. 
210Nicoll, Dryden and His Poetry (London, 1923), p. 139, and 
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A sound corrective to this approach to the ode to Mrs . Killigrew, 
is seems to me, is to be found in James Kinsley's article ·~ryden and 
the Art of Praise" (1953) in which he points out that Mrs . Killigrew, 
rather than being the literal object of Dryden's personal emotion , is 
elevated to a type of the values she represents; she is ''the exemplar 
of the virtues and arts which link earth and heaven , " so that even 
her actual accomplishments in the arts are idealized , and "the 
'spotted actuality' is absorbed or transcended by the ideal which the 
poet's imagination creates against a background of reality," much in 
the same manner as Donne's anniversary poems . 211 
An excellent analysis of the poem to Anne Killigrew is that of 
A. W. Hoffman, who discusses the merging of classical and Christian 
symbols and associations in Dryden's presentation of Miss Killigrew 
as one about whom he , as a sinful poet, beseeches God , suggesting 
that she will atone for his sins . 212 "It is the primary conceit of 
the poem to regard the religious and the aesthetic atonement as one 
action performed by one atoning figure; attention to the imagery re-
_'v.e_als. t_h~ two strands of the action , but reveals them ·woven together 
Highet , The Classical Tradition: Greek and Roman Influences on Hestern 
Literature (New York , 1949), pp . 243-244 . Equally meaningless is 
Edward Bliss Reed's preference for it over Alexander's Feast because it 
is more sincere ; see !nglish Lyric Poetry from Its Origins to the 
Present Time (New Haven , 1912), p . 316 . 
211English Studies , XXXIV (April , 1953) , 63- 64 . 
212"Some Aspects of Dryden ' s Imagery , " p . 109 . 
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all through the poem."2l3 Typically, she is referred to as a saint 
and a vestal, and as one who has become one of the blest and one who 
has achieved apotheosis as a heavenly muse . 214 
Others have praised the Mrs . Killigrew poem very highly. George 
Saintsbury considers it one of the greatest elegies in the language, 
inferior in its own day only to Lycidas , while the first stanza is 
"absolutely faultless." 215 And George N. Shuster, in a study of 
The English Ode from Milton to Keats (1940) ,has called it "surely the 
finest biographical ode in the language , " excepting only Lycidas . 216 
And E. M. W. Tillyard has studied the ode as one of a series of poems 
that present in poetic language the "great conunonplaces" of their 
respective ages . Frankly, it is a little hard to see from Mr . Till-
yard's analysis just why he is so enthusiastic in his praise of this 
poem, which he says makes Davies' Orchestra "look a little amateurish. "217 
It is "a masterpiece of a major poet , " which is rich in "the wealth of 
213 Page 111 . The corruption of the Restoration stage, then , be-
comes analogous to the Fall . 
214pages 109-110, 114. 
215nryden, pp. 94-95 . 
216(New York, 1940) , p. 137 . 
217Five Poems , 1470- 1870: An Elementary Essay on the Background 
of English Literature (London , 1948) , p . 49 . 
imaginative invention and the glory of ••• verbal music, and Van 
Doren is in error when he calls it "sadly uneven."218 One suspects, 
I think, that Mr. Tillyard's favorite scholarly topic, the complex 
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of cosmological assumptions which make up what he calls the "Eliza-
bethan world picture" prejudices him in favor of the poem because of 
its main theme, as he reads it, "the conunonplace that earthly poetry 
partakes of the divine."219 He finds the poem "perfect" in develop-
ment, and he is quick to point out that Mistress Killigrew is merely 
a convenience and conventional symbol for Dryden's real subject, his 
strong belief in the importance of the arts to civilization.220 On 
the other hand, Mr. Tillyard thinks that Dryden does not believe in 
the old mediaeval cosmology which informs the poem, and hence that he 
uses both the stars and the angels in the poem decoratively, rather 
than functionally.221 Somehow, this damning judgment does not seem 
to dampen his enthusiasm for the ode. 
Mr. I. A. Richards has considered To the Pious Memory of ••• 
Mrs Anne Killigrew in comparison with Donne's First Anniversary, or, 
more accurately, the first stanza of Dryden with the first dozen lines 




221 Pages 54-55. 
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Dryden, as one might expect, comes off the worse for the comparison; 
his "words are in routine conventional relations lto each otheE./ like 
peaceful diplomatic communications between nations . They do not in-
duce revolutions in one another and are not thereby attempting to form 
a new order . "222 Thi s amounts, obviously to an affirmation of the 
commonplace notion that Dryden's verse is poetry of statement, lack-
ing in the riches of suggestion. To confirm his suspicions, Mr . 
Richards tries with Dryden's lines the same close explicative tech-
nique that he finds so rewarding with Donne's poem, all to the effect 
that "we gain nothing by such ponderings here"; a close look at Dry-
den's language yields no ambiguities or reverberations, only meanings 
that reinforce each other, so that an attempt at explicative ingenuity 
only produces redundancy . 223 
Miss Ruth Wallerstein's article "'On the Death of Mrs . Killegrew' : 
The Perfecting of a Genre," first published in 1947, has been incor-
porated into her book Studies in Seventeenth._Cent ury Poetic (1950). 
In the latter, more comprehensive study, she views the elegy as a 
favorite poetic mode in the seventeenth century, relating it to the 
tradition that earlier is represented by Donne's Anniversary. Dryden's 
222"The Interactions of Words , " The Language of Poetry, ed . Allen 
Tate (Princeton, 1942), p . 76 . Robert L. Sharp, however, finds in the 
last stanza of the ode to Mrs . Killigrew "the most Donne-like passage 
which Dryden ever wrote . " See From Donne to Dryden: The Revolt 
Against Metaphysical Poetry (Chapel Hill, 1940), p. 180. 
223Pages 78-79 . 
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ode, then, represents "the grandeur of Dryden ' s analysis and recon-
stitution of l?ne of/ the great formal genres of literature, and 
the thin spiritual air he often had to breathe in his perennial 
struggle between the fading mediaeval world and the rising world of 
science and social enlightenment, in the midst of the disillusion of 
the first restored Stuart courts." 224 This comparative approach leads 
Miss Wallerstein to the conclusion that the Dryden ode, though "a 
structural and logical triumph," is "poetically hollm-111 because of 
the loss of a symbolic view of the universe. 225 
A Song for St. Cecilia ' s Day (1687) has probably never been omitted 
from an anthology that includes anything of Dryden ' s, but it has been 
given rather cursory treatment at the hands of most of Dryden s 
critics . For one thing, it has remained in the shadow of its more 
spectacular (and more controversial) successor, Alexander 1 s Feast. 
George Saintsbury hurries over it ~'lith the words, "it was not a great 
production, and cannot pretend comparison with the second and more 
famous piece . " 226 Typical treatment for the St. Cecilia ode is rather 
cursory comment on Dryden ' s attempt to imitate the effects of various 
musical instruments, with a remark or two on the fr~edom of his stanza 
and metre--and then on from what Saintsbury calls "Cecilia Minor" to 
224
cited from Studies in Seventeenth-Century Poetic (Madison, 
1950), pp. 140-142. 
225Pages 144-145. 
226Dryden , p . 110. 
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"Cecilia Maj or. 11227 
A. W. Verrall displays more interest in Cecil i a Minor than most. 
"The essential merit of Dryden ' s poem is that he has se i zed the princi-
ple that variations of rhythm, if not echoed and repeated--as they are 
in a poem composed of Stanzas- - can have value onl y so far as they 
illustrate the sense; otherwise they are mere licenses. This princi-
pl e is not only grasped but, by the pecul iar felicity of the occasion, 
it is perfectly real ised; the theme, the power of music, allows the 
illustrations of sense by rhythm to be everywhere explicit . " 228 This 
praise is s upported by a stanza-by-stanza discussion of the shifts of 
tone and l evels of l anguage that is remarkab l y detai l ed for 1914. 229 
Mark Van Doren ' s comments on the St . Cecilia ode of 1687 are brief, 
but mildly enthusiastic, centering on the musical qua l ities of Dryden's 
rhythm and rhyme, on the adaptation of the stanzas to the instruments, 
and on the fina l theme o f universal disso l ution, which he identifies 
as a favorite topic in Dryden ' s poetry . 230 
The ana l ysis of the St. Cecilia ' s Day ode by Ernest Brennecke, Jr. 
in "Dryden ' s Odes and Draghi ' s Music" (1934), proceeds from the 
. assumption that the odes were composed for music and should be studied 
in connection with their musical settings, but he indicates that Dryden 
227A History of English Prosody, II, 381. 
228Lectures on Dryden, p. 194. 
229Pages 195-196. 
230John Dryden: A St udy of His Poetry, pp. 202-203. 
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did not work closely with Giovanni Baptista Draghi, thereby creating 
difficulties for his co~poser.231 It seems to me, then, that his pl ea 
for a combination of musical analysis with literary criticism is not 
who lly relevant for the ode in w·hich Dryden did not clearly anticipate 
the musical patterns to which it was set. George Shuster and John Butt 
both include Brennecke ' s ideas in their discussions of the poems; Mr . 
Butt, particularly, sees in the recognition of the musical design an 
answer to the critics ~vho complain of the glittering rhetoric of the 
odes. 232 
Alexander ' s Feast; or , The Pmver of Music (1697), doubtless the 
most popular of Dryden ' s poems, if the anthologies are a fair basis 
for gauging popularity, has been treated various l y by its critics. A 
number have pronounced it the best of Dryden ' s odes, and a few, his 
best poem, and an equally impressive group of critics have serious re-
servations about it . It cannot be said, however, that it has enjoyed 
undisputed praise since the eighteenth century . Byron D. Murray has 
suggested that the reputation of this and the other odes really begins 
to sag after the publication of Wordsworth's odes. 233 Among the earlier 
critics of Dryden who praised it highly are Scott and even Macaulay, 
\vho called it a second-class masterpiece . 234 Saints bury, ~vho has 
231PMLA, XLIX (March, 1934), 20-30 . 
232Shuster, The Engl ish Ode from Milton to Keats (New York, 1940), 
pp. 138-139 , and Butt, The Augustan Age, pp . 20-21. 
233"Lm.;rell's Criticism of Dryden and Pope," p. 88. 
234"John Dryden," Critical, Historical, and Miscellaneous Essays, 
I, 373-374. 
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reservations about the chorus, calls it "about the best thing of its 
kind," and artful as ~.;re ll as artificial. 235 Churton Collins, Richard 
Garnett, and W. J. Courthope, to select three late Victorians who are 
typical, all consider it one of Dryden's greatest poems, although 
none of them discusses the ode at any great length.236 
Of the more recent critics to praise Alexander's Feast, it is in~ 
teresting to note that three who treat it most kindly are rather 
general and cursory in their criticism. David Nichol Smith, for 
example, praises it for "the skill with which its various musical 
effects are produced, and coordinated," and again for its "human 
, 11237 I d ~nterest, the journalist s stan ard of literary value. Bonamy 
/ 
Dobree considers it a unique poem, and finds it emotionally exhilarat-
ing, although "it can mean nothing beyond itse lf, and in this sense 
it approaches music more nearly, one might think, than anything else 
in literature."238 And George R. Noyes acknowledges that it "is to-
day by far the best known of Dryden's poems," and yet suspects that 
the odes of Words~vorth, Shelley, and Keats, being so unlike, have 
235Dryden, p. 169, and A History of English Prosody, II, 382. 
236collins, "John Dryden" ./J87~/, Essays and Studies (London, 
1895), p.89; Garnett, The Age of Dryden (London, 1895), p. 68; and 
Courthope, History of English Poetry, IV, 523. 
237"Introduction," Dryden: Poetry and Prose (Oxford, 1925), p. xi, 
and John Dryden, p . 80. 
238"Introduction," Poems of John Dryden (London and Nev1 York, 
1934), p. XX. 
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made Dryden's an enigma to moderns; all that Noyes himself can say in 
its defense is that Dryden ' s ode is narrative rather than purely lyrical, 
and that "no English poem is more full of life and animation; few shmv 
a more youthful spirit than this ode by the weary satirist and drama-
239 
tist of sixty-six." Each of these quotations (except one) comes 
from the preface to a recent Dryden anthology, and each one represents 
the anthologizer somewhat at a loss to account for the popularity of 
the ode. With the exception of Mr. Dobrle ' s observation that the poem 
means nothing beyond itself, none of these remarks goes very far in 
accounting for their praise of the poem, or, as a matter of fact, none 
of them says very much at all. But what these writers do say, super-
ficial as it may be, is probably a clue to its status as a standard 
anthology piece. 
The more typical note in modern criticism is somewhat condescen-
ding to Alexander's Feast . Mr. Eliot passes by the odes touchily, 
discussing the importance of their influence, but gingerly skirting 
the critical question: 'Whatever we think of the St. Cecilia or of 
Alexander's Feast \ve must remember that in these Dryden perfected a 
form used with less skill by Cowley, and bequeathed it to Gray, Collins, 
Wordsworth, Coleridge, and Tennyson; and without Dryden the Intimations 
239 
"Biographical Sketch," Poetical Works of Dryden, rev. ed., 
p. lxi. 
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of Immortality could not have been written."240 Alexander's Feast 
is a major document in C. S . Le•v-is's uncharitable treatment of Dryden 
as "a man ready for every ray of accidental vacuity that may come his 
way, to sacrifice the integrity of his \vork--a dabbler in ' good 
passages'--a man who can produce good poetry but not good poems . 1124l 
What Mr . Lewis objects to especially is the stanza depicting the tipsy 
Alexander, which he considers an unforgiveable intrusion of the comic 
, • 242 d 1 h b 1nto a ser1ous poem. Not all Dry en s critics ave een this 
severe, but James Russell Lowell found the metre slovenly and the ex-
pression awkward, and A. W. Ward found it jarring to "the ear and 
sentiment. 11243 The label tour de force has frequently been applied 
to Alexander' s Feast . And Mark Van Doren has called it "immortal 
244 
ragtime," a tag which has caught on with some others. 
240John Dryden: The Poet, the Dramatist, the Critic (New York, 
1932)' p. 21. 
241Rehabilitations and Other Essays, p. 7. 
242Pages 6-7. He has been anticipated in this point by A. W. 
Verrall, who says of this passage that it "does not express true majesty, 
true dignity, but mock majesty, the self-complacency of the drop too much 
(Lectures on Dryden, p . 198) . R. 1-l . Stallman has ackno\vledged Le\vis's 
point but repudiated the judgment, calling this an example of the poetry 
of inclusion, or poetry of wit; see the previous chapter for a discussion 
of this issue and some of its ramifications . 
243Lowell, "Dryden," Among My Books, p . 76, and Ward,~' VIII, 59. 
244John Dryden : A Study of His Poetry, p. 206 . The context of this 
remark shows a typically mixed attitude: "Some of the cadences are dis-
appointing; lines 128, 139, 140, and 145 puzzle and lower the voice of 
the reader. Yet few poems of equal length anywhere have been brought to 
a finish on so consistently proud a level and in such bounding spirits. 
223 
An important trend in scholarly discussions of the poem, and an 
emphasis that deserves the consideration of the critics , conerns the 
relation of Alexander's Feast to the musical setting for which it was 
originally composed. Ernest Brennecke, Jr., in an article on "Dry-
den ' s Odes and Draghi s Music" has insisted that Alexander's Feast 
245 
is a choral ode and ought to be so criticised. Brennecke ignores 
the better-known setting by Handel, done after Dryden's death, to 
surmise about the lost setting by Jeremiah Clarke by examining the 
extant score of Draghi done for the earlier ode. 246 Even without the 
missing score, it is evident that "Alexander ' s Feast was designed 
purely as a musician ' s libretto. It exhibits no such awkward passages 
for the composer as were found in the opening and close of the 1687 
ode."247 Brennecke's discussion deals with the repetition of words 
in the refrain, which provided opportunity for vocal polyphony. 248 
Here is brilliant panorama; here are responsive, ringing rhythms; here 
is good-nature on the grand scale." No doubt Van Doren is behind the 
characterization of Alexander's Feast by Grierson as "a brilliant tour 
de force, the finest piece of noise in English poetry till we come~ 
Mr. Vachel Lindsay," in Cross Currents in English Literature of the 
XVII Century (London, 1929), p. 325. In the Grierson and Smith 
Critical History of English Poetry he says, "its music sounds like 
that of a brass band" (p. 205). 
245PMLA, XLIX (March, 1934), p . . l. 
246pages 20-30. For a discussion of Handel ' s setting, see Robert 




His discussion of the ode informs one scholarly and critical study, 
that of George N. Shuster, who recognizes the musical influence on 
its form and calls it "the finest cantata ode in English. "249 Shuster 
finds the poem incomparable in its prosodic variety and ingenuity, 
while in general he credits Dryden with the modification of the Eng-
lish pindaric ode from "the intellectualistic brilliance and the 
imagistic grotesqueness of Cowley it£/ a smooth, serene, but still 
lively and virile poetic form which was at once closer to nature (in 
. 250 the Anne Killigrew poem) and closer to music (1.n 'Alexander's Feast')." 
Two recent studies have considered Alexander's Feast as a part of 
a specific genre, the encomium musicae . James Hutton, in a survey of 
"Some English Poems in Praise of Music" (1951), places the two St. 
Cecilia poems in a tradition which shares a common store of themes, 
the ideas of music as a symbol of cosmic and divine harmony. 25l James 
Kinsley has dealt with Alexander's Feast in greater detail in his 
article "Dryden and the Encomium Musicae" (1953), denying that the ode 
was merely a variation on the pindaric pattern, or primarily a cahtata 
libretto, but a poem in a Renaissance tradition, the poem in praise of 
music, in which the Platonic conception of harmony was a persistent 
249The English Ode from Milton to Keats, pp. 139-140. 
250p age 143. 
251English Miscellany, II (1951), 1-63. 
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252 theme and the legend of Timotheus and Alexander "a stock exemplum." 
Dryden, then, elaborates this traditional material and heightens its 
dramatic effect by his brilliant vitalization of the themes and story 
which he adopts. 253 
The frequent lyrics scattered throughout Dryden ' s plays have re-
ceived some attention as examples of his art as a lyric poet, although 
they have not been very frequently a topic of more than casual comment. 
George Saintsbury seems to be the first person to sing the praises of 
these brief lyrics in modern times; at any rate, no previous critic 
has voiced an opinion so strong as his view that "they constitute Dry-
den's chief title to a high rank as a composer of strictly lyrical 
poetry . " 254 The basis for Saintsbury's praise is his view that "Dryden 
excelled them all 1Restoration song writer~/ in the variety of his 
cadences and the ring of his lines."255 He substantiated this judg-
ment by studying the metrical virtuosity of a number of songs in his 
History of English Prosody , in which he makes essentially two points 
about the songs: "the power shown by the poet in manipulating measures 
252REs , n.s. IV (July, 1953), 263-266. Van Doren, long before, 
had recognized in a general way the traditional nature of Dryden ' s 
material; see John Dryden: A Study of His Poetry, pp. 204-205. 
253 Page 267. 
25i.c 
·Dryden, p. 61. 
255Page 62. 
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far removed from the regular decasyllable," and "the appearance and 
power of the anapre st. " 256 Included among the songs selected by Saints-
bury for illustration are some that no doubt inform the more typical 
condemnation of Dryden's lyrics in A. W. Ward's repudiation of them 
as "for the most part .•. wanton in thought, and at times, gross in 
expression. "257 Similarly according to Felix.·E. Schelling Dryden 
rarely transcended the inadequacies of his age: 
By Dryden's time a lyr'ic had come to dgnify simply a love-song, now 
languishing, now disdainful, now complacent, now satirical, but a 
love-song none the less; nay worse, if passionate deteriorating into 
mere animalism; if sentimental, a bauble or lure in the frivolous game 
of gallantry that so occupied the Merry Monarch and his too loyal and 
imitative subjects.258 
And it is interesting to note that a more modern critic, L. C. Knights, 
who has accused Restoration comedy of being "trivial, gross, and dull" 
cites a song from The Spanish Friar, "Farewell, ungrateful traitor," 
as an example of the "music-hall sentiment" and the "pervasive strain 
of sentimental vulgarity" in these songs.259 
A few have followed Saintsbury's example and praised the songs 
256vol. II, 372. 
257CHEL, VIII, 60. 
258The English Lyric (Boston and New York, 1913), p. 16. 
259"Restoration Comedy: The Reality and the Myth," Scrutiny, VI 
(1937)' 167-168. 
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from the plays. Edmund Gosse, for one, says that 11Dryden's songs, which 
have been unduly neglected, give us the highest lyrical watermark of 
the age, 11 and Richard Garnett concedes that 11 the poet who so excelled 
in majestic arti ficial harmonies was also the one poet of his day who 
ld · 11 · h b · d · 11260 cou occas~ona y s~ng as t e ~r s~ngs. More recently Allardyce 
Nicoll, who shares with Gosse and Garnett a preference for the Eliza-
bethan lyric, says of Dr yden, 11His pure lyrics, his songs, may be witty 
love-poems, but they have a note that appears to be a combinati on of 
Elizabethan and Restoration feeling. 1126l Mark Van Doren has generous-
ly sprinkled his chapter on Dryden as a lyric poet with songs from the 
plays, although his presentation amounts to little more than quotation 
usually introduced by a brief complimentary comment. He considers 
Dryden's songs to be superficial, generally speaking, usually confined 
to themes of love, and simple in rhythm and tone.262 Wallace Cable 
Brown so prefers Dryden's songs that he rates them as superior to 
11 the more familiar anthology pieces, 11 the odes. 263 Yvor Winters has 
discussed one of the songs, 11No no poor suff'ring heart11 from Cleomenes. 
The basis of his interest in the lyric, primarily, is that Dryden built 
26°Gosse, From Shakespeare to Pope (New York, 1885), p. 221, and 
Garnett, The Age of Dryden, p . 70. 
261Dryden and His Poetry, p . 131 . 
262 John Dryden11 A Study of His Poetry, pp. 179-186. 
263The Triumph of Form, p. 21. 
his song around the old pun on the word "die," which Winters finds 
reminiscent of the metaphysicals. 264 He makes Dryden's formal con-
trol a less important issue, but also significant in his brief 
analysis of the poem. And in an article on "Conventions of Song in 
Restoration Tragedy," Robert G. Noyes has studied the various re-
lationships of the songs to their dramatic settings. 265 
Cyrus L. Day has edited the songs from the plays with their 
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musical settings in The Songs of John Dryden (1932) . This is the only 
readily available source of the songs with the music, a valuable asset 
for that reason alone, and all the more valuable because it includes 
the first complete score of the opera Albion and Albianus . If Mr . 
Day ' s introductory essay is neither extensive nor satisfying as 
literary criticism, perhaps it should be conceded that these little 
pieces will not bear up under rigorous scrutiny. When Mr. Day says 
that "it is something of a paradox that John Dryden, the greatest of 
English neo-classical poets, should have achieved his most enduring 
triumph in the field of lyrical poetry," he rests his case largely 
264In Defense of Reason (New York, 1944), pp. 135-136. In addition, 
he points out how Dryden adapted the couplet to the purposes of song 
by use of a regular caesura after the third foot, and of feminine rhyme: 
"the poem is one of the best examples I know of what can be accomplished 
by means of meticulous variations from a rigid norm." 
265PMLA, LIII (March, 1938), 162-188. 
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on the popular odes. Mr. Day points out also that Dryden's songs 
are "objective lyrical poetry," that is, "as impersonal a production 
as any of his satires."267 Other points in his short introduction 
229 
include the observation that Dryden's lyrical gifts are durable, last-
ing him for his entire career, that the variety of the songs "is extra-
ordinary, their general level of attainment •. astonishingly high," 
but that the love songs are frequently "marred by a recurrent note 
of cynicism and sensuality, by an unpleasant insistence upon the 
physical aspects of love amounting almost to morbidity (so it seems 
to me), and only imperfectly concealed by the conventional euphemistic 
disguise with which his inunodest conceptions are garbed." 268 All this 
is, of course, the substance of what everyone else has said on the 
subject of Dryden's songs. 
Three of these songs have been included in Willard Thorp's 
facsimile anthology, Songs from the Restoration Theater (1934), but 
the editor assures us that "there would have been more of Dryden if 
Mr. Day had not forestalled me with his scholarly and finely apprec-
269 iative Songs of John Dryden . " Forced to choose rigorously, Mr. 
Thorp has selected these three: "No no poor suff'ring heart" from 
266(Cambridge, Mass., 1932), p. xi . 
267Page xi. 
268p . . . 
ages x~-x~~ . 
269 (Princeton, 1934), p . 11. 
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Cleomenes , "Ah fading joy" from The Indian Emperor, and "Why should a 
foolish marriage vow" from Marriage a la Mode . Two other songs (to 
stop at a safe place) most frequently praised and quoted include the 
famous "all, all of a piece throughout: "Thy chase had a beast in 
view" from The Secular Masque and "Fairest isle, a ll isles excelling," 
from King Arthur. 
These then are the poems of John Dryden which have attracted the 
attention of scho l ars and critics of all sorts. In the case of each 
we have tried to show the typical criticisms, to present the major 
critical and scholarly studies which are based on a detailed study, 
and to discriminate among the values and methods which inform these 
diverse views. In general, it may safely be said that Dryden's best 
poems have been the subject of a considerable body of criticism. The 
occasional poems, first, have emerged in a clearer light mainly as the 
result of the scholarl y historical approach, sometimes happily combined 
with careful exp l ication of the relationships between contemporary 
references and the total structure of the respective poems. The 
satires, easily, have provoked both the greatest amount of criticism 
and some of the best criticism, yielding themse l ves to a wide variety of 
critical approaches. The chief result of this important corpus of 
criticism has been an affirmation of the subtlety and complexity of 
Dryden's satiric practice, which the nineteenth century generally con-
sidered to be concerned with simply negat i ve emo t ions and the language 
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of clever abuse. The two religious verse essays, favorite material 
for the biographers, have been more adequately understood as a result 
of modern scholarship; otherwise, incidental passages and qualities 
continue to be the subject of critical interest, rather than structural 
virtues. And finally, Dryden's lyrics continue their popularity, but 
modern criticism is divided over them, with a strong tendency to ex-
press reserv.ations about Dryden's major odes and songs. On these 
poems, then, and the positions here outlined and detailed, rests Dry-
den's reputation as an original poet. 
CHAPTER V 
COMEDIES 
When Samuel Johnson turned to the dramatic works of John Dryden, 
it was with a distaste and a lack of interest that anticipates the 
temper of much of the criticism that was to come after his. "I wish," 
said Dr. Johnson, "that there were no necessity of following the pro-
gress of his theatrical fame, or tracing the meanders of his mind 
1 through the whole series of his dramatick performances." Thus did 
Dryden's earliest major biographer decide merely "to enumerate them, 
and to take especial notice of those that are distinguished by any 
peculiarity intrinsick or concomitant; for the composition and fate 
of eight and twenty dramas include too much of a poetical life to be 
omitted."2 The reluctance of Dr . Johnson to take up the dramas, which 
bulk so large among Dryden's writings, and which were a main source of 
income to the poet, shows that after a century had passed, the plays 
had diminished greatly as a basis for Dryden's reputation. 
l"John Dryden," Lives of the English Poets , ed. George Birkbeck 




They have never really recovered. These chapters will discuss 
the historical and critical attention given to Dryden's plays in modern 
times. It will be seen that although the excesses of the most hostile 
critics give way to less severe judgments, and although Dryden's dramas 
are not neglected by literary historians, much of the interest in these 
plays is merely the backwash of a revival of Restoration drama which 
reserves its highest praise for other dramatists, or severely qualifies 
its critical appreciation for his works. With the possible exception 
of All for Love, Dryden's modern reputation can hardly be said to rest 
upon his dramas, much less the comedies; indeed, the case against him 
often draws upon them for ammunition. 
The repudiation of Dryden's comedies, of course, dates back to 
the poet's own lifetime. Ever since Jeremy Collier's A Short View of 
the Immorality and Profaneness of the English Stage appeared in 1698, 
the chief charges against them have been that they are indecent and 
immoral. 
In the nineteenth century Thomas Babington Macaulay and his second, 
W. D. Christie, were the most severe in the criticism of Dryden's 
comedies from a moral point of view. The former accuses Dryden of 
having "earned his daily bread by pandering to the vicious taste of 
the pit," and then a little later cites as evidence of the insincerity 
of Dryden's conversion to Rome the unhappy fact that along with his 
other writings "the dramas whicq he wrote after his pretended conversion 
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are in no respect less impure or profane than those of his youth."3 
Christie's objections are plainly derivative of Macaulay's when he 
remarks that Dryden's "first plays pandered to lo'v tastes by coarse 
language and indecent ideas; and in this respect Dryden continued 
as he began, showing not only in his comedies, but in other works, 
a prurient love of the indecent, which is a blot on his character and 
tarnishes his fame."4 Christie's attempt to show that Dryden was un-
faithful to an unhappy marriage rests largely on the supposed evidence 
of those "bitter sneers of married life Lwhich7 abound in Dryden's 
plays."5 
James Russell Lowell, otherwise a sympathetic impressionistic 
critic of Dryden, writes in 1870 of the plays as though they are an 
inexplicable blemish in the literary production of one of England's 
great poets. Although the language of moral indignity is as strong 
as with Macaulay, there is in Lowell's remarks an evident desire to 
mitigate the blame and to see some limited values even in the offensive 
comedies. Nowhere is the warmth of his admiration for Dryden more 
3The History of England from the Accession of James the Second, 
ed. Charles H. Firth, II (London, 1914), 850-852. In his 1828 essay 
on Dryden, in which he is frequently less harsh in tone and treatment 
than in his History, Macaulay is as severe in his condemnation of the 
comedies, particularly for the immorality of the characters. "Their 
love is the appetite of beasts; their friendship the confederacy of 
knaves," he tells us; in these plays "we are in a world where there 
is no humanity, no veracity, no sense of shame,--a world £or .which any 
good-natured man would gladly exchange the society of Mil ton's devils." 
"John Dryden," Critical, Historical, and Miscellaneous Essays, I (New 
York, 1877), 356. 
4"Biographical Memoir of Dryden" [l87Ql, Poetical Works of John 
Dryden (London, 1937), p. xxvi. 
5Page xlvi. See chapter II above. 
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apparent than in his most emotional outbursts against the prostitution 
of the poet's powers to the degenerate taste of the Restoration threater 
audience. "He who was of a stature to snatch the torch of life that 
flashes from lifted hand to hand among the generations, over the heads 
of inferior men, chose rather to be a link-boy to the stews," intones 
Lowell in what is easily the most ~udlin passage in his essay on Dryden.6 
Elsewhere he makes a weak apology for Dryden's literary offenses in 
language that undermines that defense by the overpowering imagery of 
his references to the nastiness of the comedies: 
For my own part, though I have been ofrced to hold my nose in picking 
my way through these ordures of Dryden, I am free to say that I think 
them far less morally mischievous than that corps-de-ballet literature 
in which the most animal of the·'passions is made more temptlingly naked 
by a veil of French gauze. Nor does Dryden's lewdness leave such a 
reek in the mind as the filthy cynicism of Swift, who delighted to un-
cover the nakedness of our common mother.7 
Lowell, then, perpetuates the nineteenth-century tradition of repudiation 
of Dryden's comedies on moral grounds, without sharing the personal pre-
judices. that motivated Macaulay and Christie--indeed, in spite of a 
decided liking for most of Dryden's poetry . 
In the brief discussion of the comedies in John Churton Collins's 
little study "John Dryden," written in 1878, we find some typical opinions 
6
"Dryden," Among My Books (Boston, 1895), p. 7 • . 
7pages 45, 49. 
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for the day concerning the plays. Like Samuel Johnson, Collins is 
reluctant to discuss Dryden ' s dramatic career at length, and like many 
others he regrets that the poet should have been forced to pander to 
the depraved taste of the day in order to make a living as a man of 
letters. 8 Dryden had little genuine aptitude for the writing of comedy, 
and what he "managed to produce from others by dint of wholesale 
plagiarism," ' he ruined "by laboriously interpolating filth."9 
The observations of A. W. Ward in his History of English Dramatic 
Literature to the Death of Queen Anne (1899) was superficial and un-
enthusiastic. Standing over against what Ward detects as a certain 
amount of dramatic ability there is the inexcusable fault of indecency. 10 
Although Dryden does not do well at comedy on the whole, he does show 
considerable promise in the creation of comic characters, as in the 
instance of Celadon and Florimel of Secret Love . 11 As a matter of 
fact, although Mr. Ward touches briefly on a number of topics, Dryden ' s 
comedies seem to rise and fall with him according to Dryden ' s success 
or failure at the creation uf characters. One may readily see why he 
does not rate the plays too highly. It is interesting to note, however, 
that when he returns to Dr yden in the Cambridge History of English 
Literature in 1912, although he still sees the plays as something Dryden 
8Essays and Studies (London, 1895), p. 23. 
9page 24. 
lO(London, 1899), pp. 386-387. This work first appeared, however, 
in 1875. 
llpages 389, 351. 
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did indifferently well, and a medium which is chiefly significant for 
having given the poet a practice ground for developing his poetic 
techniques, Ward selects a comedy, The Spanish Friar, along with All 
for Love, as "among dramatic masterpieces of their respective kinds." 12 
Such, then, is the climate of opinion that caused George Saints-
bury, writing in 1881, to feel that Dryden's dramatic works had been 
underestimated. "The remarkable spectacle is presented of a general 
condemnation, varied only by the faintest praise, of the work to which 
an admitted master of English devoted, almost exclusively, twenty 
years of the flower of his manhood. " 13 In the case of the comedies 
he is quite "Tilling to concede that their "coarseness . • • is un-
pardonable," but he finds much to praise in spite of such a fault. 14 
And although he concedes that a major liability exists in Dryden's 
failure in creating characters, he finds Friar Dominic a significant 
exception to the pattern of failure, as .well as Millamant, "the sublime 
15 
apotheosis of the coquette." Saintsbury also finds Dryden incapable 
of light comic repartee--"his guns were rather too heavy for that"--
but a number of passages in a handful of plays elicit appreciative 
comment from this independent Victorian. 16 The significant point about 
12(New York, 1939), VIII, 13-14, 16. 
13nryden (New York, 1881), p. 38. 
14Page 119. 
lSPage 120. 
16"Introduction," Selected Plays of Dryden 119041/, quoted from a 
reprinting in A Saintsbury Miscellany (New York, 1947), p. 79. 
the over-all impression one receives of Saintsbury's attitude toward 
Dryden's comedies is not so much that he has taken a new approach as 
238 
that while repeating some of the old criticisms of Dryden's indecency 
and failure at "character creation," he replaces the dominant nineteenth-
century tone of disgust and disdain with a more objective attitude that 
leads him to rather frequent and even enthusiastic praise of certain 
characters and passages. Such is the spirit of his summary view of 
Dryden's whole dramatic production: "In short, all, or almost all, 
Dryden's dramatic work is a tour de force , but then it is such a tour 
de force as the world has hardly elsewhere seen." 17 
One of the earliest book-length studies of Dryden's plays is Miss 
Margaret Sherwood's Dryden's Dramatic Theory and Practice (1898). 
Miss Sherwood investigates, as her title suggests, the question of 
Dryden ' s plays in relation to his dramatic crittcism. Her view of the 
comedies is the same as her view of the whole corpus of Dryden's dramas 
and dramatic theory: "Dryden's comedy never arrived at a clear under-
standing of itself, either as regards spirit or as regards form. It 
shows the impress of varied influences." 18 This view is actually a 
clear anticipation of Ned B. Allen's judgment on the miscellaneous 
nature of Dryden ' s comedies; in fact, she also anticipates Allen's 
17 Dryden, p. 121. 
18(Boston, 1898), p. 43. 
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method in her suggestion that "statements of his sources will suggest 
his manner of work," 19 although she by no means bears this out as fully 
as Allen does later. But she does suggest, like Allen, that Dryden ' s 
inconsistency in comic method was due to an anxiety to please his 
audience that led him to imitate first one contemporary stage success 
and then another . 20 In general, she finds fault with Dryden ' s ability 
to create characters and explore their motives, and with his lack of a 
point of view in his dramas; in this second point Miss Sherwood asso-
ciates Dryden's dramatic and critical inconsistency with "a correspond-
ing absence of moral architecture, of completeness, of design. " 21 
By the time we come to the second decade of the twentieth century, 
we can notice a gradual disappearance of the general brief essay and 
the beginning of more frequent special studi es of Restoration drama 
in general , and Dryden's plays in particular, to a lesser extent. The 
1920's and 1930's especially saw the reconsideration of the history 
and reputation of Restoration comedy. 
Dudley H. Mi les, in his study of the influence of Moliere on the 
the comedy of the Restoration, which appeared in 1910, betrays an 
apologetic attitude toward his material when he says that "the period 
merits consideration, not only for the satire of Dryden, which every 
19page 43 . 
20Page 57. 
21Pages 9-12 . 
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one knows something about, but for the dimly remembered drama which 
filled the theatres for the four decades following Charles II's 
return . " 22 Mr. Miles's approach to his topic is mechanical, based 
on an external notion of literary influence. He breaks his subject 
up, for example, into chapters dealing with the effect of the drama 
of Moli~re on "Plot," "Character," and "Dialogue," and he is mainly 
occupied with compiling instances of the "borrowing" by Restoration 
playwrights of plots, characters, and scenes or situations from the 
French master, without concerning himself adequately with differences 
in tone or treatment. Starting with the type of character that popu-
lates Moliere's plays, one which typifies and thus satirizes "some 
ridiculous pretension of the times," he finds himself talking of 
Wycherley ' s satire in The Country Wife as if the plays of Wycherley 
and Moliere had a common satiric purpose. 23 Mr. Miles sees in some 
of Dryden's comedies this same kind of characterization . In Marriage 
a la Mode , particularly, the influence can be seen in Melantha, "the 
reproduction, in much of Moliere's spirit, of female foppery and an 
extravagance in the employment of French phrases which was common at 
the time. " 24 That Dryden is not more like Moli~re, apparently, is 
22The Influence of Moliere on Restoration Comedy (New York, 1910), 
p . 31. 
23Page 111. 
24pages 77-78 . 
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blameworthy; "Of course Dryden's dramatic method had been formed in 
the ten years preceding the date of this piece, and he never gained 
a genuine interest in the realistic satire of society. He there-
fore did not fully understand the secret of Moliere's success, but in 
all his later use of borrowed material he did keep the French master 
before his eyes . "25 
In 1913 there appeared the first of several studies that form 
J 
the m~in body of criticism and literary history that produced a re-
valuation of Restoration comedy in subsequent decades. In his study 
of what he termed "the comedy of manners" John Palmer says nothing 
that directly enhances the reputation of .Dryden's comedies ("to the 
main course of t his development Dryden was as unnecessary as Shadwell, 
or Mrs. Behn"), 26 but he . attempts, by urging the irrelevancy of moral 
standards of evaluation, to reconsider the kind of comedy that is 
seen at its best in the plays of Etherege, Wycherley, and, especially, 
Congreve, and, in a state of decline, in those of Vanbrugh and 
Farquhar . Palmer's . debt to the views of Charles Lamb on "the artificial 
comedy" of the Restoration is everywhere apparent. The world of Horner 
in The Country Wife , he says, is another world from the one in which 
we move and live and have our moral being; "it is a first law of the 
25Page 78. 
26The Comedy of Manners (London, 1913), p . 2. 
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cloud-cuckoo-land of The Country Wife that the act of sex has no more 
suggestion of the indecently amorous than tumbling upstairs or losing 
one ' s hat in a gale •... Mr. Horner goes after his friend's wife 
precisely as boys go after their neighbor's apples."27 
The treatment of Dryden's comedies in George H. Nettleton's survey 
of Restoration and eighteenth-century drama is brief and ungenerous, 
but not hostile . "Dryden was more at home in verse satire or prose 
criticism," he says, echoing the old cliche, "than in comedy or tragedy. 
Much of his dramatic work seems written against the grain, in response 
not to his own impulse, but to the popular demand." 28 Apart from an 
aversion to Wycherley, Nettleton avoids moral condemnation of Restor-
ation comedy, although he would not be considered in the "manners" 
tradition of criticism. He tends to treat these plays as a kind of 
mirror of the dissolute life of the aristocracy of the Restoration 
era. 
The impact of Palmer ' s approach can be clearly sensed in the 
monumental History of English Drama by Allardyce Ni coll. In his 
volume on the Restoration, first published in 1923, Professor Nicoll 
uses the phrase "comedy of manners" to refer to the plays treated by 
27 Page 294 . 
28English Drama of the Restoration and Eighteenth Century (1642-
1780) (New York, 1914), p . 53. 
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Lamb and Palmer . Moreover, Nicoll ' s volume places the manners 
comedies in their literary-historical setting, a task which Palmer, 
in his more limited study, trying to work out a new basis for appre-
ciation of this material, omits to perform. Like Nettleton and Palmer 
before him, Nicoll believes that the aristocratic audience of the 
period demanded of the stage "a reflex of their own gay immoral lives 
as well as a se ries of plays full of personal satire. The comedy of 
manners was the answer to this demand, faithfully reproducing the 
upper-class wit, licentiousness, and social ideals of the time . "29 
More important for our purposes is the fact that Professor Nicoll 
considers Dryden's comedies as among the first to develop the charac-
teristics of the comedy of manners, and credits Dryden with the 
creation of the new type of comic hero in Celadon of Secret Love and 
Loveby of The Wild Gallant . 30 Nicoll's definition of the manners 
comedy is useful and germane to his criticism of Dryden ' s early plays 
in this tradition. The essential ingredients are "the p~esence of at 
least one pair of witty lovers, the woman as emancipated as the man, 
29Allardyce Nicoll, A History of Restoration Drama, 1660-1700, 
2nd. ed . (Cambridge, 1928), p . 80. The second edition, here quoted, 
contains no alterations in the text (apart from the dating of the 
plays), the additions being made in notes. A third edition appeared 
in 1940 and a fourth in 1952. 
For a challenge to the clich~ that Restoration comedy mirrors 
Restoration society (or part of it) see two articles by E. E. Stoll, 
"The Beau Monde at the Restoration," MLN, XLIX (Nov., 1934), 425-432, 
and "The 'Real Society' in Restoration Comedy: Hymeneal Pretenses," 
MLN, LVIII (March, 1943), 175-181. 
30Pages 182-183. 
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their dialogue free and graceful, an air of refined cynicism over the 
whole production, the plot of less consequence than the wit, an 
absence of crude realism, a total lack of any emotion whatever."3l 
On the last point Ni coll elaborates in words which show his distance 
from Victorian squeamishness about Restoration comedy and at the same 
time sets a standard which measures Dryden's shortcomings in the 
writing of manners comedy. In this sort of play, he says, "licentious-
ness is an intellectual thing and is not always reduced to worldly 
essence. Wherever there is emotion las their sometimes is in Dryde~/, 
the whole airy fabric vanishes . "32 
It is Dryden ' s failure to maintain a comic world untainted by 
emotion, then, that makes his plays merely a forerunner of those of 
later playwrights; he allows in his comedies "a kind of spurious 
romance ••• which Congreve never knew."33 Moreover, 
the heroes of Etherege and of Congreve, too, are more dilletante than 
Dryden's are: there is a certain intensity about the wild madcap 
flirtations of Dryden's Lovebys and Fainalls that is more emotional 
and more real, in the ordinary sense of that word, than the cynical 
intellectualism of the characters, let us say, of Etherege. The 
world of roues did not set very well on Dryden. He had a heart and 
he showed it, and, although he could be more vulgar and more indecent 




that the worst of them, he sets our sympathies a-trembling for his 
lovers, wicked, frivolous, stupid creatures though they be. In their 
best plays neither Etherege nor Congreve ever touches our hearts. 
Herein lies the secret of their art.34 
On the question of foreign versus native influences on Dryden's 
comedies (and on Restoration comedy as a whole) Professor Nicoll's re-
marks are eminently sane. He recognizes, for example, the undoubted 
influence of Moliere on Dryden, as in the case of Sir Martin Mar-all, 
which is an adaptation of Moliere ' s L'Etourdi, with parts taken from 
Quinault's L '~ant indiscret , and it is plain that Thomas Corneille's 
Le feinte astrologue supplied material for Dryden's play An Evening's 
Love, or The Mock-Astrologer, but "we must be particularly careful to 
distinguish between the mere taking over of a plot or of a character 
and the reproduction of the atmosphere of the French comedies."35 
Actually, he goes on, no English playwright ever captures the spirit 
of Moliere however he may try; Restoration writers are more sensual 
than he, concern themselves more with double entendre and the play of 
wit in an immoral situation, and convey a tone of cynicism that is 
far from the "free and easy laughter of Moli~re."36 The net effect 
34page 214. It is apparently this emotional element in Dryden's 
comedies that leads Nicoll to say that "in him appear the intrigue strain, 
alongside of suggestions which led on the one hand to the comedy of 
manners and on the other to the comedy of sentiment." All this makes him 
the holder of "somewhat of a central position" in the history of Restor-




of this sort of critical distinction is not merely to render irrelevant 
the charges of plagiarism that have been levelled at Dryden ever since 
Gerard Langbaine s ill tempered Account of the English Drarnatick Poets 
appeared in 1691, but also to require for the study of literary sources 
critical as well as historical methods of procedure. 
The following year marks another high point in the revaluation of 
Restoration comedy, with the publication of B~narny Dobr~e's little 
book on the subject. Categorizing comedy into three kinds, "critical," 
"free," and "great," he says of the second kind, which includes the 
best of Restoration comedy, that it is "completely urunoral," that it 
creates "a world where nothing matters," where there should be "no 
valuations whatever . "37 Dobr~e does not divorce the plays from the 
real world as completely as does Lamb, however, for rather than see-
ing the world of the plays as a fantasy, he too relates it to the spirit 
of the age, or at least the aristocracy of the age; the artificiality 
of Restoration comedy "is only the artifice necessary to that concen-
tration of life upon the stage wherein the art of the drama partly 
consists . "38 He is quite willing to grant to the writers of these 
plays the subject matter that they choose to deal with, including, of 
course, sexual themes, and he develops the idea that "Restoration 
37Restoration Comedy, 1660-1720 (London, 1924), pp. 10-14. 
38 Pages 22, 26-27, 29. 
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comedy •. . expressed, not licentiousness, but a deep curiosity, and 
a desire to try new ways of living. "39 Dobr~e, like Nicoll, tends to 
emphasize the English traditional elements in this comedy and to mini-
mize French influence in any but an external sense. 40 
Mr. Dobr~e ' s book does not have much to say about the comedies 
of Dryden . He does not see them as especially important, for instance, 
in the development of the comedy of manners, although he remarks that 
the song ''Why should a foolish marriage vow" from Marriage l1 la Mode 
captures "the whole idea of Restoration comedy . "4l The merely 
appreciative character of his remarks on this song indicate the 
limitations as well as the temper of his criticism of Dryden's comedies: 
"There could be no clearer statement of Restoration assumptions, or, 
in the unfolding of the plot, a more brilliant resume of what happened 
when men tried to act upon those assumptions. How witty it is! How 
enthrallingly amusing! for lsi£/ he always touched the exact spoc 
where the shoe pinched . "42 Dobr~e's remarks on Marriage ala Mode 
are enthusiastic, but similarly impress ionistic, being merely a favor-
able personal response, in the forms of such observations as that 





certain scenes "are certainly unsurpassed any comedy for sheer amuse-
ment," or that although Collier found them licentious, "in Dryden 
there is always so direct, so virile a quality, that the word 'filth' 
cannot be applied. There is health and sanity in every phrase."43 
Joseph Wood Krutch's Comedy and Conscience after the Restoration, 
which also appeared in 1924 , marks a turning point in the criticism 
of Restoration comedy, repudiating the assumptions of the "manner" 
critics and arguing that Restoration comedy was "as immoral as it 
was brilliant," and that one ought not to neglect the implications 
of either adjective . His moral disapproval is not mere prudery, how-
ever . "It is not merely the looseness, but also the hardness of the 
dramatic heroes which disgusts one," he observes. 44 Of Dryden he 
says with obvious distaste that "one hesitates to give special 
importance to a play so universally neglected as 'The Wild Gallant,' 
but it seems clear that if the earlier form lthere is no extant text 
for the version first presented in February of 1662/3/ was sub-
stantially the same as the latter, then Dryden \V'rote the first real 
Restoration Comedy. Nor should this conclusion be surprising, for 
43Page 111. 
44 (New York, 1924), p . 4. 
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Dryden showed no characteristic more marked than his ability to give 
the people what they wanted."45 He goes on to suggest that apparently 
when Dryden revised the play from the first draft, it was in the di-
rection of greater indecency. To Dryden, then goes the credit for 
first hitting upon "that peculiar cynical perversity which dominates 
its tone," and for having first "laid predominant stress upon the vritty 
give and take of dialogue existing for its own sake."46 
In 1925 Miss Kathleen M. Lynch published her study of what she 
called "proviso scenes" in Dryden's comedies, "certain spiritual court-
ship scenes • . • which • make sufficient amends for much that is 
trivial, confused, and dull in the plays in vrhich they occur."47 She 
traces Dryden's use of such scenes, where "a formal love contract is 
drawn up, article by article, between railing lovers," from the first 
instance in The Wild Gallant , where the youth is dominated by his 
mistress, through the later comedies, such as Secret Love and 
Amphitryon , where the battle of wits and the provisos of the lovers' 
contracts are more elaborate.48 Miss Lynch finds the source for this 
45Page 17. 
46Page 22 . 
47"D'Urfe ' s L'Ast~e and the 'Proviso' Scenes in Dryden ' s Comedy," 
~'IV (October, 1925), 302. 
48Page 303. 
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sort of scene in the situations involving the inconstant lovers Hylas 
and Stelle of D ' Urf~'s pastoral romance, L'Astr~e.49 The upshot of 
all this is, then, an emphasis on the historical importance of Dryden 
as a precursor to the greater Restoration comic dramatists: the 
greatest proviso scene of them all (although its tone is now so 
boisterous) is between l-1irabell and Millamant in Congreve 's The Way 
of the World . 50 
In her broader study published the next year, entitled The Social 
Mode of Restoration Comedy , Miss Lynch places herself squarely within 
the "manners" tradition· of criticism. Although she cannot accept the 
extreme form of the manners approach as it is found in the essay by 
Lamb, claiming in effect that there is "no reference whatever to the 
world that is" in Restoration comedy, she accepts John Palmer's de-
finition of this comedy as basic to her O\Yn study, adding a further 
(and frequently disputed) refinement of her own, in which she dis-
tinguishes in Restoration comedy two comic standards rather than one, 
and hence, ironic dimensions . Sl 
Although Malcolm Elwin accepts the rehabilitation of Restoration 
49Page 303 . 
50Pages 307-308. 
51
university of Michigan Publications, Language and Literature, 
III (New York, 1929), 2-7. I discuss the dual comic standard below 
in connection with her comments on The Wild Gallant. 
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comedy under the auspices of Palmer and Dobr~e as a fait accompli, he 
has scant praise for the comedies of John Dryden. The tone of nearly 
all his comments on these plays is one of utter boredom, broken only 
occasionally by limited enthusiasm for "lively scenes," particul arly 
of a farcical sort. 52 Mr. Elwin accepts at face value Dryden ' s remark 
that he had no talent for comedy.53 He dismisses the poet ' s dramatic 
efforts as those of "a tireless journalist, ever on the tack of the 
latest craze."54 
The remarks of Mr. Ashley H. Thorndike on Restoration comedy 
in general are sensible and perceptive . Not a disciple of John Palmer 
or Kathleen Lynch, he stru1ds in moral and aesthetic judgment on an 
age which "desired a comedy that is restricted in subject to adultery 
and seduction and that is not merely plain spoken but foul-mouthed." 55 
Apart from immorality, the demand for indecency injured comedy by great l y 
narrowing its range .•.. Its everl asting subject is cuckoldry and its 
ever-recurring situation is that of the wife and lover interrupted by the 
husband; and the efforts of dramatic art are exhausted in discovering new 
ways for the lover to escape or the husband to_be_deceived . Inevitably 
comedy so restricted tends to become farcial lsi£/ and repetitious.56 
52The Playgoer's Handbook to Res toration Drama (New York , ll92~/). 
See, for example, pages 87-90. 
53see Page 91. 
54Page 100 . 
55English Comedy (New York, 1929), p. 274. 
S6Page 275 . 
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Mr. Thorndike considers Dryden as a representative writer of comedies 
of the period, "exhibiting both the defects and the merits of con-
temporary practice and illustrating both its range and its ambition."57 
Actually, he is rather generous in his scattered praise of individual 
plays, none of which, he says, lacks "passages of lively wit and of 
comic delineation of manners."58 Neverthe less, Dryden's penchant for 
allowing into his comedies "quasi - romantic" elements, or for turning 
them into tragicomedies, has prevented him from developing fully as 
a comic dramatist, so that "none of Dryden's comedies deserves a rich 
immortality . " 59 
The revival of interest in the drama of the Restoration, and in 
Dryden, is only partly responsible for the publication in 1931 and 
1932 of Mr. Montague Summers' six-volume edition of Dryden's plays . 
An equally important motive is obviously the eccentric and unrestrained 
enthusiasm of Summers for the plays of John Dryden. In the pedantic, 
badly written sketch of Dryden's dramatic career which f orms the intro-
duction to the Nonesuch edition, occur some of the most remarkable 
statements ever made about these plays. Laying wildly about him in 
attacks on the unappreciative critics, he deplores the damage to Dryden's 
57Page 280. 
58Page 286. 
59Pages 281,' 286. 
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reputation at the hands not only of "those who were incapable of re-
cognizing this peculiar aptness for the stage which is the quintessence 
and the hall-mark of dramatic genius," but also from everyone who con-
tributes to "a general and almost unexampled neglect." His plays have 
never yet been examined and appreciated with underst4nding, excepting, 
perhaps, the faint praise afforded them by Sir Walter Scott. 60 The 
chief subject of Summers ' praise is Dryden's skill in creating vital 
characters in individual plays . In general, however, he calls the 
poet a master of dramatic technique so great that none of the plays 
"exhibits an awkward situation ... 61 All for Love, Don Sebastian, and 
the heroic plays "in their kind" are "in the very first rank," while 
Secret Love, Marriage a la Mode , and The Spanish Friar show that in 
tragicomedy he is "supreme," and Sir Martin Mar-all shows that in 
broader comedy he is "not less happy." In fact, he concludes, "whatever 
I read of Dryden I am entirely. satisfied. I cannot conceive that any-
thing of his could be .better done. "62 
In 1932 appeared some comments by T. S. Eliot on Dryden as a 
dramatist that have, of course, been taken much more seriously than 
6~ontague Surmners, "Introduction," Dryden: Dramatic Works, I 




the unexplainable views of Mr . Montague Summers. Mr. Eliot asks the 
question that nearly everyone else has asked, explicitly or indirectly: 
whether the plays of Dryden are to be considered "as merely the by-
product or waste-product of a man of genius, or as the brilliant 
effort to establish an impossible cause, or have they, perhaps, any 
important relation to the development of English literature?"63 His 
ans\ver deals primarily with All for Love and the heroic plays; in 
comedy Dryden was a failure. He is "a crude precursor of Congreve, 
and less admirable than Wycherley at his best," while "his most 
polished figures of comedy are, compared to the finest Restoration 
comedy, almost bumpkins . "64 Mr . Eliot especially points out "that in 
his comedies Dryden was not able to bring his prose to perfection; it 
is a transition prose; and I doubt anyway whether his heart was in 
" t 1165 ]. . 
Charles E. Ward, in his unpublished dissertation "Dryden's Dramas, 
1662-1677: A Study in the Native Tradition" (1934), has stressed the 
importance of English dramatic practice on Dryden ' s first thirteen 
plays, an influence which he sees as especially strong on the comedies . 
Mr. Ward emphasizes the survival of conventions from the earlier English 
63John Dryden: the Poet, the Dramatist, the Critic (New York, 1932), 
p. 27 . 
64Page 41. 
65Page 42 . 
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drama, such as lyrics and masques inserted into the plays, vigorous 
action and violence on stage, and freedom and variety in the use of 
dramatic materials, with a corresponding laxity concerning the "rules" 
of dramatic construction. 66 The critical significance of this scholar-
ly investigation for the reputation of the comedies, it seems to me, 
is the way in which Mr . Ward anticipates N. B. Allen (who brought 
out his book the following year) in deciding that 
it is clear, both by the poet's frequent admissions and by the direct 
testimony of the plays that the 'vishes of the audience and not the 
dicta of theory, controlled his practice . What the audience of the 
Restoration period wanted to see on the stage was after all not so 
different from what their fathers had seen on the Elizabethan stage . 
In tragedy or tragi-comedy, Dryden presented, like the Elizabethans, 
a tale of high-born persons with their loves and hates, their heroic 
deeds and stirring action as kingdoms hang in the balance, ghosts, 
rapid changes of fortune, murder , and bloodshed, and a few interludes 
of song and dance and spectacle for the sake of variety . In comedy, 
he used the conventional plot of the lovers to overreach the father 
or guardian and so achieve their desires in spite of his antagonism, 
or a love-chase between a witty man of the town and the equally 
witty, clever young lady, with their condemnation of marriage and 
their scoffing at the normal virtues of a convention-ridden 
bourgeoisie . In order to hold his audiences, Dryden turned to the 
Elizabethan drama and took from it , even when his critical judgment 
rebelled, materials and techniques which were congenal to the tastes 
and desires of the English nation; for he was no less an Englishman 
than he was always a practical dramatist . 67 
The most important single study of Dryden ' s comedies is Ned Bliss 
Allen's The Sources of John Dryden's Comedies (1935) . This is the 
66(Duke University, 1934), p. 360. 
67Page 362. 
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first and the only published book-length study which is devoted ex-
elusively to Dryden's comedies, and it is a good one. Although it 
may appear to be merely another investigation of Dryden's "borrowings," 
it is actually a critical as well as an historical study, offering as 
it does a vie,., of the rather erratic development of Dryden as a 
writer of comic drama. One result of his investigation of the way in 
which Dryden used available materials, following every shift in public 
taste, is his view of Dryden as a dramatist whose "only consistent 
principle in writing his comedies is seen in this study to be a de-
sire to please."68 Another critical conclusion concerns the lack 
of unity, even unity of tone, in the comedies: "Dryden showed a 
tendency to appeal within the separate plays to divers tastes. So 
many of the comedies have at least two plots that it seems likely 
that their use illustrates one of his principles of dramatic com-
position"--the English tradition of variety, in spite of his pre-
occupation critically with the question of the dramatic unities.69 
Although he cuts away the basis for Scott's and Saintsbury's claim 
for the originality of the plays, allen makes it clear that "Dryden 
was nearly always a careful adapter, almost never a lazy plagiarist."70 
68university of Michigan Publications, Language and Literature, 
XVI (Ann Arbor, 1935), 240. In this judgment, as he points out (p. ix), 
he supports with research and critical analysis the perceptive obser-
vation of Margaret Sherwood that Dryden's failure in comedy derives 
from his lack of a firm comic conception. 
69Page 242. In this respect he agrees closely with the views of 
Charles E. Ward, discussed directly above. 
70page 246. 
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Summarizing his survey of Dryden's development, then, leaving 
until later his analyses of individual plays, when we shall take them 
up in greater detai~we find that Dryden comes off rather badly, as 
one whose only guiding principle was "to sacrifice everything to please 
the public. 1171 Thus Dryden starts out in The Wild Gallant with 
materials that were to become central to the development of the comedy 
of manners in the hands of his successors. With Sir Martin Mar-all 
and Amphitryon, he turns to adaptations of Moliere ' s comedy. The 
Spanish Friar , on the other hand, is closer in spirit and inspiration 
to the French novel, while Mr. Limberham marks a shift to the vulgar 
intrigue comedy of D'Urfey and Mrs. Behn. The comedies of Dryden lack 
a uniform pattern of development other than response to public taste. 
This point is documented throughout the book by frequent reference to 
the dramatic successes of the comedians with whom Dryden was in pro-
fessional competition. 
A further critical service performed by Mr. Allen is an investi-
gation of Dryden's contribution to the comedy of manners, a subject 
by now pivotal in the reputation of his comedies. Allen shows that 
although the wit combats in The Wild Gallant and the lively raillery 
of Celadon and Florimel in Secret Love make him one of the first to 
write in the new manner, there are a few serious deviations from the 
71 Page x~~. The summary sketch which completes the paragraph is 
abstracted from pages xii-xv. 
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spirit and conventions of the comedy of manners in Dryden ' s attempts, 
notably, the lack of an atmosphere that mirrors Restoration London, 
and the lack of would-be wits. 72 "The absence of such characters from 
Dryden's plays is one of many indications that he did not feel at home 
in smart Restoration society," and it is all the more striking a lack 
because "the ability to produce them was particularly widespread at 
this time."73 
Sir A. W. Ward, writing again on Dryden in 1936, has attempted in 
a brief essay to assess "Dryden's Place in English Comedy." After a 
few scattered remarks in which he singles out certain aspects for 
honorable mention, such as Dryden's diction, or the songs, he dis-
misses Dryden's comedies because of a fundamental spiritual flaw in 
them: 
But the intrinsic defect of Dryden's comic method goes deeper than all 
this . It has been hinted that he was in the main devoid of pathos; he 
was in truth also without that tenderness of heart from which true 
pathos springs, and of the reverence towards God and man which is only 
another word for true tenderness. Even were the purpose of comedy 
rightly defined as pleasure, how far short must that comedy fall of 
giving true pleasure which leaves the moral sympathies of its public 
unsatisfied. And where Dryden at times seems gayest, where he is 
often wittiest, and where he palpably strains with the greatest eager-
ness for the applause of pit and boxes, there this painful void makes 
itself the most surely felt.74 
72Page 106-107. 
73Page 107-109. 
74A. W. Ward, "Dryden's Place in English Comedy," Representative 
English Comedies, ed. Gayley, Mills, and Thaler (New York, 1936), IV, 
115-119. 
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If the tone and diction of this passage sounds belatedly Victorian, 
the emphasis on the spiritual hardness of Dryden•s comedy probably 
owes not a little to Joseph Wood Krutch •s condemnation of the hard-
ness and cynicism of Restoration comedy in general and Dryden•s pro-
ductions in the tradition of witty comedy in particular. 
The investigation of John Wilcox into the influence of Moliere 
on Restoration comedy is an excellent study, informed by critical 
attitudes and governed by a clearly stated and sensible rationale 
for source hunting that distinguishes an incidental borrowing or a 
parallel which appears more than coincidental, from a genuine literary 
influence, which 11exists when borrowings have helped to form results, 11 
affecting the spirit, matter, or form of a play . 75 In general, he 
goes even further than Allen in restricting the actual influence of 
Moli~e on Dryden, although that Dryden drew on Moli~e for material 
for a number of plays is obvious . 11Very little that is strictly orig-
inal with Mo li~re, 11 he goes on, 
can be found, and none of it is central to Dryden•s comic material, 
which is composed primarily of flirtations between lovers fond of 
playing 11 amatory Battledore and Shuttlecock, 11 to use Saintsbury• s 
75The Relation of Moli~re to Restoration Comedy (New York, 1938), 
pp . 28-33 . Allardyce Nicoll in his supplement to the chapter on 
Restoration comedy which appears in the fourth edition of his History 
of Restoration Drama (Cambridge, 1952), says that 11nearly all the 
findings (or imaginings) of the earlier student~ of this subject 
Lthe influence of Moli~re on Restoration comedy/ have been rendered 
obsolete11 by Wilcox and Allen (p . 187) . 
happy phrase. These lovers are nearly always entangled in flippant 
sexual intrigues, they talk brilliantly, and they behave in general 
accord with Restoration manners . With the scenes of the play 
nominally laid in some foreign land, we have a combination that re-
calls the romantic Elizabethans, who almost habitually dramatized 
English manners and institutions with the name Qf another country 
attached . All this is far from the norm of Moli~re.76 
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Two studies appearing in the 1940's deal with character types in 
Restoration comedy, reinforcing previous critical judgments about Dry-
den's relationship to the new comedy. Miss Elisabeth Mignon, in her 
book Crabbed Age and Youth: The Old Men and Women in the Restoration 
Comedy of Manners , points out that Dryden (whom she treats as "only a 
minor figure" because of the intermixture of romantic and farcical 
elements into his comedies) portrays old people in his plays both with 
a typical harshness and, once, with "a sentimentality \vhich Colley 
Cibber might well have envied . rr7 7 His treatment of Lord Nonesuch in 
The Wild Gallant , for example, "represents the new preoccupation of 
the comedy of manners with senility," both in the person of Nonesuch, 
who conforms to the new type , and in the unsympathetic attitude dis-
played toward him by the youthful characters.78 In The Assignation, 
however, Dryden fails because he intermixes in this comedy characters 
76 Pages ll6-ll7 . 
77(Durham, N. c., 1947), pp . 61-62 . 
78 Page 63 . 
like the elderly Duke of Mantua, who is so sentimentalized that "the 
abrupt shifts from heartless raillery to sentimental effusion make 
for incongruity."79 Again Dryden's failure to maintain consistency 
of tone comes in for critical rebuke. 
In The Gay Couple in Restoration Comedy John Harrington Smith 
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traces in the plays of Dryden his use of the railing lovers, to whom 
Allardyce Nicoll and Kathleen Lynch had directed their attention. He 
points out, for example, that in The Wild Gallant "the full possibilities 
of the 'gay-couple' pattern ••• Lare not realize~/, for the two are 
not evenly matched," while Secret Love is "of enormous importance" in 
the tradition, for it deals first with a lively young woman who was 
not a widow, and with "brilliant success."80 Dryden carries the tra-
dition further in The Spanish Friar , in which he "revives the gay 
couple of earlier plays in Lorenzo and Elvira--except that since Elvira 
is not single, but married, •• ·• their verbal fencing is not an 
action leading to a possible compact to marry, but to a possible cuck-
olding. rr81 Jean E. Gagen Is book The New Woman: Her Emergence in English 
Drama, 1660-1730 is completely undistinguished, adding nothing much to 
our understanding of Dryden.82 
79Pages 67-72. 
80(cambridge, Mass., 1948), pp. 47, 155. 
81Page 97. 
82 (New York, 1954). Dryden is discussed uncritically and briefly 
on pages 90-91, 142-147. 
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In his more general study of the English comic spirit, Louis 
Kronenberger sets an analysis of two of Dryden's plays into a context 
of impressionistic remarks on the inadequacies of Dryden as a comic 
dramatist. Dryden is a "Jack of all trades and master of many," ex-
cepting pure comedy. Although there is about most of his writing "a 
fine vigorousness: he knew how to make sentences and couplets march 
to the sound of fife and drum; lan~/ his very ridicule has a bracing, 
out-of-doors effect," yet "the Restoration stage has a striking in-
doors quality, at odds with Dryden's own outdoor vigor."83 His 
comments on the two plays (which will be considered below under the 
individual plays) bear out his striking observation that for the kind 
of comedy which he was attempting, "it wasn't more talent Dryden needed; 
at times one almost feels it was more triviality."84 
The Restoration Comedy of Wit, by Thomas Fujimura, is significant 
to our subject only in a negative way. Mr. Fujimura takes exception 
to the distinction in the manners critics between treatment and con-
tent, arguing that the Restoration dramatists dealt very forthrightly 
with moral issues from a naturalistic point of vie't-7 and in a spirit 
of "antisocial wit."85 He defines the key term "wit" historically 
83The Thread of Laughter: Chapters on English Stage Comedy from 
Jonson to Maugham (New York, 1952), pp. 81-82. 
84r>age 92. 
85(Princeton, 1952), pp. 3-7. 
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with frequent reference to both Thomas Hobbes and John Dryden,86 but 
he omits entirely a consideration of the plays of the latter, confin-
ing his study to Etherege, Wycherley, and Congreve. Dryden is left 
out of the list of the very elect. 
Mr. Frank H. Hoore, in an unpublished dissertation on "Dryden's 
Theory and Practice of Comedy" (1953), has made an assault on Ned B. 
Allen's (and Hargaret Sherwood's) view that Dryden wrote his comedies 
with no critical preconceptions, merely following the changing whims 
of the Restoration audience. Without claiming that Dryden has left 
us a systematic theory of comedy, Mr. Moore seeks to outline the major 
concepts in Dryden ' s numerous and scattered remarks on comic drama. 
Recognizing at the outset the tentative and dynamic character of Dry-
den's criticism, he describes, roughtly, two main phases on Dryden's 
comic theory: the first phase, covering the plays and criticism 
written between 1662 and 1672, emphasizes the principles of heighten-
ing and variety, while the second phase, occurring between 1672 and 
1700, stresses naturalness and satire; common to both, however, is a 
preference for high comedy over low.87 
Such a theory, however, rests on rather precarious support, al-
though it does not appear to be entirely without validity. Mr. }1oore 
86see, for example, pp. 9-12, 17, 50, 82. , 
87(University of North Carolina, 1953), pp. 348-355. 
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himself acknowledges that to arrive at it he has "had to do a good 
deal of interpretation and amplification, on the validity of which 
1hi§./ conclusions largely depend."88 The first stage, which rests on 
remarks on comedy in the Essay of Dramatic Poesy and the Defense of an 
Essay , as well as the Preface to An Evening's Love and other prefaces 
89 involved in Dryden ' s dispute with Shadwell over aspects of comedy, 
seems to be on reasonably firm ground. But for the second stage Mr. 
Moore has been forced to develop his theory by implications from Dry-
den's remarks on other topics. He tells us, for instance, that his 
view that Dryden's comic theory shifts from artificiality or "heighten-
ing" to a more naturalistic mode derives from passages that have very 
little to say about comedy. "However," he ventures, "the same princi-
ple of heightening which produced Almanzar and Almahide on the heroic 
level produced Celadon and Florimel on the comic level. In rejecting 
the extravagant herois~ of the se~ious couple, Dryden implicitly re- ' 
jected the extravagant wildness of the comic couple."90 A second 
weakness in this case, it seems to me, is the patent fact that Dryden ' s 
comic practice departs so frequently from the supposed theory of any 
88Page 23. 
89see pages 51-67, 149-181. 
90Page 355. One explicit point in support of this shaky theory is 
a shift in the direction of naturalness in Dryden's definition of a 
humour (pp. 355-356). 
particular time in its evolution. Mr. Moore confesses that "most of 
Dryden's comedies and tragicomedies neither entirely conform to his 
theory nor entirely deviate from it. ;,9l And he further admits that 
"during the period of the second phase of Dryden's theory, there is 
considerably less conformity than there is during the period of the 
first," Amphitryon being the only play that really fits. 92 In fact, 
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Mr. Moore candidly concedes, "because of ••• uncertainties my view 
of the correspondence between, Dryden's comic theory and his practice 
is largely conjectural. rr93 
Mr. Moore's attempt to overthrow Mr. Allen ' s theory that Dryden 
modified his dramatic practice according to the demands of the audience, 
rests in part on the view that it is very difficult for any twentieth-
century scholar to determine the tastes of a Restoration audience,94 
but it seems to me that Allen has at least made as sound conjectures 
on the point by tracing the relationship of Dryden's plays to the 
stage successes of his rivals, as Moore has made with his views. 
Moreover, in trying to explain why Dryden's practice should deviate 




94pages 22, 218-220. More readily accepts, except for Sir Martin 
Mar-all, the bulk of Allen's work on the sources (p. 22). 
Allen's theory when he says that Dryden "compromised by providing in 
a play some elements which conform to this theory and are designed 
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to appeal to the refined taste and educate the vulgar taste, and other 
elements which are designed merely to gratify the vulgar taste. The 
proportions vary with Dryden's circumstances."95 And finally, Moore 
makes no great claims for the merit of Dryden's comedies: "Even at 
its best, Dryden ' s comedy is not first-rate. The chief cause of its 
inferiority is that Dryden lacked the comic spirit." In fact, Mr. 
Moore views Dryden's comic theory, with its preference for high comedy, 
as both "a secondary cause of the inferiority of his comedies," and 
as "a rationalization of his desire to escape from an uncongenial 
genre . "96 
Allan R. Bevan's unpublished dissertation of the same year (1953) 
is much less important to this account of the scholarship and criticism 
of Dryden's comedies, since the comedies not only fail to support, but 
tend to contradict, his thesis that Dryden's "heroic play emerges as 
the unifying, cohesive force that links the earliest and the latest 
plays."97 He admits as much, although he rests his case in part on 
95page 360 . 
96Page 368. 
97 (University of Toronto, 1953), p. 323. 
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the tragi-comedies, emphasizing the somewhat heroic character of the 
serious plots of Secret Love, Marriage a la Mode, The Spanish Friar, 
and Love Triumphant . 98 He also tries to show that The Rival Ladies 
is both an embryonic heroic play and a link between the heroic plays 
and Dryden's subsequent comedies.99 
The reconsideration of Restoration comedy in the twentieth century 
has not, of course, resulted in unanimous approval. There have been 
a number of dissenters from the time the revival began; we shall 
touch here only those who comment specifically on Dryden in making 
their case against Restoration comedy. 
Writing in reaction to Palmer's thesis, William Archer protests 
the new interest in dramatists who "have a morbid passion for all that 
is malodorous and unsavoury."lOO Dryden is readily categorized among 
the worst who turn out "an insanitary product" j_si£7, full of "boast-
ful, brazen, foul-mouthed lewdness."101 This reaction to the manners 
approach to Restoration comedy may be considered typical of the earlier 
moral criticism that rejected the manners assumption that morality is 
an irrelevant issue in this comedy. 
98Pages 227, 241-260. 
99Pages 229-241. 




If Archer represents as well a preference for the modern "well-
made play" over Restoration drama (indeed, all earlier English drama), 
then Harley Granville-Barker represents the hostility of an enthusiast 
of Elizabethan drama. Dryden becomes for him something of a whipping 
boy; that he should serve this purpose better than another is an indi-
cation of his vulnerability to the attacks from a moral point of view. 
Gr~nville-Barker 's remarks suggest, however'· that though Dryden tried 
to fill the bill according to the deplorable fashion, it went against 
the grain, for "it was in his nature to take both life and literature 
seriously . And of all literary commodities, calculated immorality, 
a tribute paid by virtue to vice, is the most swift to mortality. It 
stinks betimes. He must, in his heart, have sighed over the mechanical 
obscenities of Limberham or the Kind Keeper as wearily as ever we do."l02 
The most important voice of dissent, however, is that of L. C. 
Knights, who published in Scrutiny in 1937 an article that begins 
with the refreshing observation, "Perhaps' the first thing to say of 
Restoration drama--tragedy as well as comedy--is that the bulk of it 
is insufferably dull. There are long stretches of boredom to be found 
in the lower ranges of Elizabethan drama, but there is nothing compar-
able to the unmitigated fatigue that awaits the reader of Love in a Tub, 
Sir Martin Marall, Mr. Limb.erham, The Relapse, or The Mourning Bride.:"l03 
102''Wycherley and Dryden," On Dramatic Method -:...1931:/ (New York, 
1956)' p. 120. 
103"Restoration Comedy: The Reality and the Hyth," cited from a 
reprint in Explorations (New York, 1947), p. 149. 
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The real objection that the manners critics and others "need to answer 
is not that the comedies are 'immoral,' but that they are trivial, 
gross and dul1."104 He especially singles out among Dryden's plays. 
' Marriage a la Mode for its dull triviality, and Sir Martin Mar-all, 
which is "perhaps the stupidest play I have ever read, and the context 
is imbecility. "105 
One cannot ignore the opinion of a critic of the stature of Mr. 
Knights, or even dismiss his remarks as eccentric . And when one re-
calls as well the distaste of Mr. Eliot for Dryden's comedies, the 
remark of Marvin Mudrick that "the high reputation of Restoration 
comedy has been sustained on surprisingly slight critical authority,"l06 
is arrestingly persuasive. 
104page 168. 
105Pages 162, 166. 
106"Restoration Comedy and Later," English Stage Comedy , ed. W. K. 
Wimsatt, Jr. (New York, 1955), p. 18 . For a similar view see an ex-
cellent article by John Wain, "Restoration Comedy and Its Modern Critics," 
Essays in Criticism, VI (October, 1956), 367-385. The objection of 
Steven J. VanDerWeele, in "The critical Reputation of Restoration 
Comedy in Modern Times," unpubl. diss . (University of Wisconsin, 1955), 
that Knights, among others, fails to address himself "to the question 
of the writers' intentions" (p. 428), is based on an erroneous view of 
literature and leads to the patently inadequate notion that the morality 
of Restoration comedy consists in its satiric intent. Mr. VanDer 
Weele's thesis has been useful, although his critical theory is naive, 
resting on the intentional error, on the one hand, and on the view that 
"the most satisfactory approach to this literature is one of disciplined 
personal response which attempts a many-sided interpretation of the 
comedies" (p. 722) . He does not discuss the reputation of Dryden's 
comedies except by incidental reference . 
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To this survey of the general reputation of Dryden as a comic 
dramatist should be appended a brief discussion of the critical and 
scholarly attention given to his tragicomedies . As a matter of fact, 
the classification of Dryden's plays into these two categories is a 
rather arbitrary business, for several plays usually discussed simply 
as comedies have a serious or "heroic" romantic plot as well as a 
comic plot, while many of the plays that are actually tragicomedies 
have been treated by many students as primarily comedies, merely 
mentioning the fact that, actually, they are mixed plays . For this 
reason , I have not attempted to separate the two kinds in the sequence 
of individual plays to which we shall shortly come. 
Two scholars, writing nearly half a century apart, have done 
full - length discussions of tragicomedy that give consideration to 
Dryden's tragicomedies as such . Frank H. Ristine, writing in 1910, 
has discussed Dryden in his chapter "The Decline of Tragicomedy . ~~ 
He uses his central term so loosely that tragicomedy is, with Dryden, 
any play with a double plot, one serious and the other humorous, 
superficially connected; such a definition takes in most of the plays 
that are usually considered comedies, with mixed materials. Ristine 
finds in the serious plots "little in character, sentiment, or plot 
that is not directly traceable to heroic drama or romantic tragicomedyu; 
as for the comic plot in these plays , "its exaltation • •• in 
tragicomedy, its practical severance from the serious interest, and 
the part in plays in the critical conception of the form, are, in fact, 
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the chief innovations that the Restoration introduces to the genre, 
all of which are seen to best advantage in Dryden's work. " 107 Ristine 
considers "the besetting fault of tragicomedy" to be "the essential 
lack of the integrating qualities that make for lasting drama,"l08 a 
fault which is altogether too evident in the tragicomedies of Dryden, 
who dissociates the comic plot from the tragic except for the most 
mechanical of connections. 
Marvin T. Herrick, writing in 1955, is more concerned with tracing 
historically the origins and evolution of various modes of tragicomedy 
on the continent as well as in England . Like Ristine, he defines the 
central term broadly enough to include both plays ordinarily classi-
fied as comedies, and, as with The Conquest of Granada , plays that 
are generally considered heroic, if not tragic . 109 He is tempted to 
find in Dryden's theory and practice a tendency to "the type developed 
by the French, but Dryden ' s tragicomedy never became tragedy with a 
happy ending comparable to ancient Euripidean models. 11110 On the 
107Pages 171-173 . 
108Page xiv. 
109Tragicomedy, Its Origin and Development in Italy, France, and 
England , Illinois Studies in Language and Literature, XXXIX (Urbana, 
1955), 309 . Actually, he calls The Conquest of Granada "tragicomedy 
in the sense that the final issue of the second part is a happy one for 
both hero and heroine," only to change his mind and call it "a tragedy 
with a happy ending." 
110Page 317 . 
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other hand, he does not find Dryden consistent in his views or his 
practice, for The Spanish Friar and Love Triumphant , both later 
plays, return to his earlier habit of making the comic action dominant, 
so that Dryden actually centinues the English tradition of mixing 
comedy and tragedy, with comedy th~ real basis of the play.lll 
It remains to consider individually each of the comedies (and 
tragicomedies) which Dryden wrote, to determine on which of them rests 
what reputation Dryden has for this sort of drama. It is not intended 
here to produce a variorum of criticism, but merely to indicate the 
general run of opinions, noting any significant departures from the 
standard views, and remarking on any detailed studies of particular 
plays. 
Dryden's first comedy, The Wild Gallant , appear ed in the Theat er 
Royal in February of 1662/3 , but it was not published until 1669 . 112 
As Ned B. Allen and others have pointed out, the whole argument that 
the play is an early example, in certain of its characteristics, of 
the comedy of manners, rests on the assumption that the earlier version , 
which is not extant, is not very different from the first published 
version. 
111Pages 312, 317. 
112Allison Gaw in "Tuke 's Adventures . of Five Hours in Relation to 
the 'Spanish Plot' and to John Dryden," Studies in English Drama, 1st. 
ser., ed. Allison Gaw (Philadelphia, 1917), shows that Dryden ' s 
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Early criticism of The Wild Gallant treats it as a crude and 
generally negligible play. George R. Noyes, for example, dismisses 
it as of "small literary merit," commenting briefly on its "vulgar· 
realism," while William J. Courthope considers it extravagant, the 
product of conflicting principles of comic construction. 113 Professor 
Saintsbury ' s remarks on the play show at least that he has studied it 
in greater detail than those who simply condemn it totally, although 
his final judgment is that The Wild Gallant "can by no possibility 
be called a good play."ll4 He does not center his remarks around the 
witty couple, but comments on the numerous humours · characters in the 
play, many of them "forced and too often feeble," but others, like 
Sir Timorous, containing some of the true Jonsonian vigor. 115 He 
does not claim, of course, that the Restoration dramatist recaptures 
the genuine Jonsonian atmosphere. It is interesting to note a slight 
reference in the prologue to the printed version to a "Spanish plot" 
did not mean that he was following a Spanish source, but ·that he was 
alluding resentfully to the success of Samuel Tuke's Adventures, an 
adaptation of Los Empe~os de Seis Horas of Antonia Coello, which had 
a su~cessful run of thirteen days just two weeks before the less 
fortunate appearance of Dryden ' s first comedy (pp. 11, 14-16, 23-27). 
Gaw's research undercuts the exaggerated claims of Gosse and Scott 
about the influence of Spanish drama on Dryden ' s comedies. 
11~oyes, "Dryden as Dramatist," Selected Dramas of Dryden (Chicago 
and New York, 1910), p. xx, and Courthope, "John Dryden and the Romantic 
Drama after the Restoration," History of English Poetry, IV (London, 
1903), 438-439. 
114nryden, p. 41. 
llSPage 41. 
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progression in the comments on the play by A. W. Ward between 1899 
and 1912. In his earlier history of English drama he passes the play 
by with a frown at "the coarseness of the execution" and accuses Dry-
den of stealing his best passage from Ben Jonson.ll6 At the later 
date, writing for the Cambridge History of English Literature, he 
calls it "at the same time extravagant and coarse," but points out 
"some traces of the witty dialogue, often carried on by a flirting 
couple, i~ ~vhich Dryden came to excel. "117 And Allardyce Nicoll credits 
it mainly with a historical significance as a prototype of the comedy 
of manners in its treatment of the lovers; it is "saved from utter 
imbecility only by the presence of Lady Constant and of Loveby. "118 
Otherwise, he finds the ridiculous, incoherent intrigue plot and the 
humours characters an impossible concoction. 119 
In her remarks on The Wild Gallant Miss Kathleen Lynch is chiefly 
interested in the way in which the play "expresses, with exceptional 
distinctness, the new social standard •••. The chief characters 
illustrate by their tastes and in their social intercourse the con-
ventional attitudes of Restoration comedy."120 Yet, she is quite 
116A History of English Dramatic Literature to the Death of Queen 
Anne, p . 746. 
117viii (New York, 1939), 18. 
118A H. f R . D 215 , ~story o estorat~on rama, p. • 
119Page 215. 
120The Social Mode of Restoration Comedy, p. 132. 
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willing to admit, apart from its being one of the first plays to 
depict the new "social mode," it is "in many respects an inferior 
play. "121 Dryden i 's the first dramatist to whose plays Miss Lynch 
applies her controverted theory of two comic standards, one intrinsic 
to the play , by which the socially inept are made the object of 
laughter, and the other extrinsic but implied. "Dryden is perfectly 
aware," she tells us, although we are at a loss to know how she knows, 
"of another and saner standard of judging , in the light of which all 
the artificial complexities of his hero's career appear absurd and 
grotesque . Because this other standard exists and is still tacitly 
recognized , the social standard, with which it is always in conflict, 
affords far reaching comic possibilities . "122 The complexities read 
into the plays by Miss Lynch may provide for the modern reader of 
Restoration comedy an ironic second comic standard, but her assumption 
that both views existed inthe intentions of Dryden and his successors 
has no demonstrable foundation . 
Like nearly everyone else, Ned B. Allen admits that apart from 
its historical significance, "it is true that The Wild Gallant is not 
very valuable as literature . "l23 In his consideration of the sources 
of the play he emphasizes its relation to the English tradition; The 
121Page 132. 
1~2Page 135. See also pp . 214-217 . 
123The Sources of John Dryden's Comedies, p. 107 . 
Wild Gallant breaks into two parts, the humours material, deriving 
from Jonson , and the witty passages, where the comedy of manners 
begins to emerge . 124 Although his method of depicting the humours 
characters is "extremely J onsonian," Dryden includes several such 
personages , all of a kind, to no functional end, so that "the result 
of Dryden's using only one type of humour instead of mixing them as 
Jonson does is that The Hild Gallant often becomes farce." 125 In 
the wittier parts Dryden is not entirely original, for although the 
wit combats have a new tone, they derive somewhat from Beaumont and 
Fletcher (in the instance of Lady Constance and Loveby) and somewhat 
276 
from the witty l adies of Shirley (Dryden's Lady Constance and Isa-
belle) . 126 Thus the play is "far from a full-fl~dged comedy of manners," 
because of the farcical elements involving the Jonsonian characters, 
and because of the noticeable lack of would-be-wits . 127 Charles E. 
Ward and Frank H. Moore are in general agreement with him in the 
matter of influence, both recognizing not only the Jonsonian elements, 
but the Fletcherian as we11 . 128 John H. Wilson similarly stresses the 
124Page 10 . 
125Pages 10- 17. 
l26pages 26-37. 
127pages 39 - 40 . 
12~.Jard, "Dryden's Dryama, 1662-1677: A Study in the Native Tra-
dition," pp. 143-158, and Moore, "Dryden's Theory and Practice of 
Comedy," pp . 30-33 . 
277 
influence of Beaumont and Fletcher on The Wild Gallant , arguing that 
the pair of witty lovers "form the chief link in the chain of our 
connections betw·een the old drama and the ne~v . ul29 Allen's theory of 
multiple influence is challenged by Alfred Harbage in an article which 
argues that The Wild Gallant is based on a lost comedy by Richard Brome . 
His case rests on Dryden's admission in the preface that the play is 
not original with him, and on its resemblance to the Brome formula, 
inc luding one or bvo idiosyncratic parallels . 130 The problem is ob-
scured not only by the loss of Brome's supposed play, but by the loss 
as well of the first version of The Wild Gallant itself . 
The Rival Ladies appeared in the Theatre Royal about June of 1664 
and was published later that year . Although it has generally been con-
sidered a tragicomedy, in the sense of an averted tragedy, it is also 
pretty much considered to be a mixture of disparate elements. Some 
critics , notably Allardyce Nicoll, have associated it with the kind of 
comic intrigue found in The Hild Gallant . 131 Miss Lynch has discussed 
the character of Gonsalvo as an "ideal Platonic lover" in an analysis 
of the dialogue which Saintsbury had characterized by his much quoted 
129"The Influence of Beaumont and Fletcher on Restoration Drama" 
(Columbus, Ohio, 1928), pp . 94-101 . 
l30"Elizabethan-Restoration Palimpsest," MLR, XXXV (July, 1940), 
307-309 . Harbage also takes up the question in this article of Dryden ' s 
relationship to The Mistaken Husband, which Swinburne had suggested that 
he had at least had a hand in; see "A Relic of Dryde," Miscellanies 
(London, 1886), pp. 361-370. Harbage thinks that the play is one of 
Brome's, and that Dryden may have touched up the plot a little (pp . 305 -
306) . Saintsbury repudiated the suggestion of Swinburne, but Allardyce 
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132 phrase, "amatory battledore and shuttlecock." Nearly all who mention 
the play point out that it was here that Dryden first used rhyme in 
drama . Ristine's comments on The Rival Ladies are cursory, emphasizing 
its distance from "his later and more representative method of tragi-
comedy," suggesting that this play indicates "Dryden's early adherence 
to the old English drama" of Beaumont and Fletcher . l33 
Ned B. Allen's study of Dryden ' s use of his sources endorses the 
vie'tv that The Rival Ladies , with its Spanish setting and basically 
similar intrigue plot, is "just such a play as one might write who is 
trying to repeat the success of 1Sam~el Tuke '~7 The Adventures 1of Five 
- 134 
Hours/." The Rival Ladies , he sees as an imitation of Tuke's play, 
with no genuinely Spanish source; other influences come from Scarron's 
Le roman conique and Petronius Arbiter's Satyricon. 135 Allen 
emphasizes the relationship of this romantic averted tragedy to the 
heroic manner, calling it "an embryonic heroic play," and repudiating 
the comic interpretation of Nicoll and others of the character of 
Nicoll in 1923 was willing to admit that the unidentified play "does not 
lack of a certain spice with which might well have come from the pen of 
the laureate" (A History of Restoration Drama, p. 221). 
131Page 215. 
132The Social Mode of Restoration Comedy, pp. 123-124. 
133Page 170. 
134page 61. See Gaw, pages 14-17. 
135Pages 67-72. 
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Gonsalvo . l36 Charles E . Ward anticipates Allen's general theory by 
calling The Rival Ladies "a patchwork, fitted together from the ex-
ample of many plays of the earlier period," although he follows Miss 
Lynch in the matter of passages which ref l ect the cult of Platonic 
love . 137 C. V. Deane argues that it is not too close to the heroic 
manner, but a "trivial and amorphous" attempt at tragicomedy, a 
"hybrid species . " 138 And finally , Naomi F . Phelps has amplified the 
work of Allen on the relation of The Rival Ladies to the Roman comique 
by a careful study of the parallels between Dryden's play and an in-
terpolated tale in Scarron's story, noting how Dryden heightened his 
material in the heroic manner . l39 
Secret Love, or The Maiden Queen, which appeared in the Theatre 
Royal in March of 1666/7 and in print in 1668, has received more 
attention and higher acclaim than any other of Dryden ' s tragicomedies, 
mainly because of the brilliant pair of comic lovers, Celadon and 
Florimel, in the comic plot . While most critics have either neglected 
or deplored the serious plot or commented on its heroic tone and theme, 
l36Pages 50-52. 
137 Dryden ' s Dramas, pp . 205-224 . 
138nramatic Theory and the Rhymed Heroic Play (London, 1931), 
pp . 203-204 . 
139"The Influence of Paul Scarron on Restoration Literature," 
unpubl. diss. (Yale, 1942), pp. 158-162. 
very few would agree with Ashley Thorndike that "Dr yden ' s style is 
brilliantly masterful both in the heroics and the gaities."l40 More 
typical, and more central to the reputation of Secret Love , is the 
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view of Miss Kathleen Lynch that "the grave and lifeless 'heroic' action 
of Secret Love • • • is much relieved by the comic courtship of Celadon 
and Florimel. .. l4l This play, then, becomes important as an outstanding 
portrayal of the clever gay couple engaged in the Restoration game of 
love. Allardyce Nicoll asserts that "the whole worth of Secret Love 
lies in its comic scenes, and the very centre and life of those comic 
scenes are Celadon and Florimel. "142 And John Harrington Smith con-
siders the play to be "of enormous importance in the gay-couple tradition." 
He especially emphasizes Dryden ' s contribution to the development of 
the tradition in Florimel: "thus far lively \olidows had been featured 
in sex-antagonism actions. Dryden saw that in the Restoration a woman 
did not need to be a widow to be fit for an action of this sort."l43 
Mr. Allen's inquiry into the sources of Secret Love takes issue 
with the theory of Miss Lynch that Hylas and Stelle of D'Urfe ' s 
140English Comedy , p. 282. See also Ristine, p. 168 and Nettleton, 
p. 56. 
141The Social Mode of Restoration Comedy, p. 145. 
142A History of Restoration Drama, p. 216 . 
143The Gay Couple in Restoration Comedy, p. 55. 
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L'Astr~e are his originals for Celadon and Florimel; Allen makes a 
big point of the originality of Dryden's treatment of the witty young 
lovers . 144 In general, he finds considerable significance in Dryden ' s 
development of the two contrasting plots, for in this play he 11 took 
his greatest steps forward in high comedy, not for the sake of the 
comedy itself, but because he wanted to set off the tragic plot of the 
tragicomedy in which it occurred."l45 He is greatly interested in the 
way that Celadon and Florimel "make it their chief business in life to 
flout the things that the heroic characters of the play, the Queen and 
Philocles, hold most sacted."146 Thus, while he finds the comic plot 
to contain the main source of interest and value, Allen demonstrates 
a relationship between the two plots that speaks of an integrity which 
he finds in few other comedies or tragicomedies of Dryden's. 
Sir Martin Mar-all , Dryden ' s next full - fledged comedy, was played 
in Lincoln's Inn Fields in August of 1667 and published the next year. 
Unlike his first comedy, Sir Martin was an immediate success. George 
144pages 80-99 . Cf . Lynch, pp. 145-147 . Miss Dorothy Burrows, in 
her unpubl. diss. "The Relation of Dryden ' s Serious Plays and Dramatic 
Criticism to Contemporary French Liberature" (University of Illinois, 
1933), claims that the serious plot is from the Grand Cyrus , and that 
this source and Dryden ' s handling of the action (he even employs liason 
des scenes) makes Secret Love one of the most Frenchified of Dryden's 
plays (pp . 299-300)_. 
l45Page 100. 
146p 100 age • 
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W. Knipp in his unpublished dissertation on "The Stage History of 
John Dryden's Plays" indicates that it was quite popular for several 
years, but that there is little record of its performance in the last 
part of the century, "although it hardly seems likely that so popular 
a piece had disappeared from the stage . Throughout the first quarter 
of the eighteenth century it was revived with moderate frequency, but 
the rest is silence: nor did Montague Summers succeed in his attempt 
to prod the Phoenix Society into producing it.rrl47 
Sir Martin Mar-all has not been the ~ubject of much intensive 
study, although it has occasionally been praised. Malcolm Elwin's 
complaint that Sir Martin "merits better attention than it has re-
ceived at the hands of posterity" 148 derives from his own curious r e l-
ish for farce . This play is, he says, "the finest farce written up 
to that time"; it is "plainly farce at its most frivolous height. The 
dialogue is more uniformly bright than is habitual with Dryden, whose 
ability in that direction was obviously limited, and the denouement 
is skilfully contrived. rrl49 Professor Nicoll reflects the same values 
in moderation in his faint praise of it as "a clever piece of work, 
uniting the intrigue loved during the early years of the Restoration, 
147(Johns Hopkins, 1939), p . 30 . 
148The Playg~er ' s Handbook, p . 89. 
149page 88 . 
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with French characters rendered coarser and more English in the spirit 
and the manner of Jonson."l50 
The fact that in the case of Sir Martin Mar-all Dryden readily 
made public admission of his sources has probably cut down on the 
number of inquiries into his borrowings in this play and at the same 
time made those who have investigated the problem of influence concern 
themselves with the question of whether Dryden gives his material from 
Moliere and Quinault an authentically gallic treatment. Miss Lynch, 
for example, has remarked on the difference between the two French 
plays from which Dryden took his plot, and Dryden ' s comedy, where the 
comic standard of wit appears in a manner not to be found in the sources. 151 
Mr. Allen points out that there are relatively few changes in Dryden's play 
from his sources; Sir Martin is actually an adaptation, with minor changes 
for the English audience.l52 
After a detailed commentary on the changes in characterization that 
result from Dryden s having bestowed the foolish hero on a servant 
rather than letting him win the heroine, Allen praises Dryden for the 
creation of vivid characters in the second plot. 153 All in all, his 
lSOA History of Restoration Drama, p. 216. 
l51The Social Mode of Restoration Comedy, pp. 147-148. 
152rhe Sources of John Dryden's Comedies, p. 213. 
l53Pages 213-225. 
estimate of the play is rather high: Dryden avoids in Sir Martin 
his common failing of violating the integrity of his material; so 
effectively antithetical are the characters and situations that the 
notion that Dryden lacked dramatic craftsmanship is refuted by this 
comedy, at least. 154 Charles Ward also, and to a greater extent, 
stresses the English character which Dryden stamps on a play built 
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on French material. He considers the addition of the subplot, what-
ever its origin, to be typically English, while Dryden has thoroughly 
anglicized the characters, including Millamant. 155 Most important of 
all, the atmosphere partakes of the Restoration spirit: witness 
"the savoir faire, the spurious gallantry, the wit, and the gaiety 
and the fashion" of English new comedy. 156 And finally, John Wilcox's 
comments on the play ' s relationship to its sources reiterates the 
judgment that Sir Martin is essentially an English play; Dryden 
borrowed the matter but not the spirit of his French originals.l57 
Frank H. Moore has come up with a novel theory of dual author-
ship of Sir Martin Mar-all. This theory, unfortunately for objec-
tivity, is motivated largely by a desire to explain why the play does 
l54pages 102-105. 
155"Dryden ' s Drama," pp. 163-174. 
156page 176. 
l57The Relation of Moliere to Restoration Comedy, pp. 35-46. 
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not conform even loosely to Dryden's supposed comic · theory--the deviation 
can be laid at the door of the co-author, the Duke of Newcastle, to whom 
Dryden dedicated his play. External evidence in support of the notion 
of dual authorship includes Downes story that Newcastle gave Dryden a 
translaction of Moli~re, which Dryden used as a basis for his play, 
and Hugh MacDonald ' s opinion that the text of Sir Martin Mar-all has 
been tampered with.l58 His case rests largely on internal evidence of 
inconsistencies within the play, inconsistencies which point to a 
"theory of poorly coordinated joint authorship," in which Dryden revises 
Newcastle's material, pointing up the comic figure of Sir Martin, but 
leaving in the mechanic humours supposedly done by Newcastle, because 
he desired Newcast l e ' s patronage.l59 This theory is largely con-
jecture, but one would not be surprised, it seems to me, if further 
evidence turned up to corroborate it. 
An Evening ' s Love, or the Mock-Astrologer appeared in the Theatre 
Royal in June of 1668, and in print in 1671. It ~~as not a great success 
for Dryden, and its last performance was, ._ as far as can be determined, 
in 1717. 160 It has received slight critical attention. Miss Lynch 
values it, perhaps, as highly as any, chiefly for the repartee 
158"Dryden ' s Theory and Practice of Comedy," pp. 92-114. 
159Pages 107-119. 
160Knipp, pp. 80-81. 
(including a proviso scene) between Wildblood , and Jacintha, who re-
present again Dryden ' s development in the direction of the comedy of 
manners. 161 She also points out that the famous scene in Congreve ' s 
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The Way of the World in which Mirabell announces the entry of Millamant 
("Here she comes, i'faith, full sail"), contains verbal echoes of the 
speech of Wildblood concerning Jacintha in a similar scene. 162 Charles 
E. Ward puts it forthrightly, "It is around this vritty pair that the 
whole comedy revolves; indeed the gallant and the clever girl are the 
whole comedy. " 163 And John Harrington Smith, in his study of the 
"gay couple" finds An Evening ' s Love n.ot as brilliant as Secret Love, 
"b ' 11 f h b 1 1. f . . 11164 ut st~ one o t e est ove-game p ays o Lts tLme . 
Studies of An Evening's Love have been largely concerned with the 
question of its source,s . , Dorothy Canfield Fisher ' s book Corneille and 
Racine in England (1904) treats Dryden ' s play as a corruption of Thomas 
Cornei1le's Le feint astro1ogue : "little credit for this can be given 
to Corneille, for Dryden has not used much of his play, and what he 
has taken he has so coarsened and changed that it is hard to recognize 
the original. ulGS Ned B. Allen gives most of his attention to the 
second plot, the duping of Alonzo by Bellamy, relying on the scholarship 
l61Page 15 7. 
162page 199. 
163"Dryden's Drama," p. 179 . 
164page 66 . 
165(New York, 1904), p . 76. 
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of Ott and Gillet for his account of the relation of the main plot to 
Moli~re's Le d~pit amoureux. He finds the second plot to be a close 
imitation of Corneille ' s play, with farcical elements added.l66 The 
upshot of his act-by-act sunnnary is a revelation of 11what a melange 
the play is. ••16 7 A look at "the variety of Dryden ' s borrowings and 
confusion with which they are combined" in a play that goes from scenes 
of repartee into intrigue and then into farce, leads to the conclusion 
that Dryden, with his eye as usual on the popular successes of the day, 
"was trying to please too many tastes at once."l68 Yet, Allen has 
praise for . the "parts of it ltha;;} must be admitted to be in Dryden ' s 
brightest style," particularly the Wildblood and Jacintha scenes, 
which he thinks 11mark a decided advancement beyond Loveby and Lady 
Constance, and even beyond Celadon and Florimel in the development of 
those witty lovers which were Dryden ' s chief contribution to Restoration 
comedy."169 John Wilcox, on the other hand, has added some observations 
on passages in Act III in which Dryden echoes Moliere in the language 
of Aurelia, including one phrase direct from Les precieuses ridicules. 170 
D~ W. Maurer has suggested that in An Evening's Love Dryden was attempt-
ing to adapt the Spanish cape and sword play to the English stage, 
166page 157. 
l67Page 157. 
168pages 158, 162-163. 
169Page 166. 
170The Relation of Moli~re to Restoration Comedy, pp. 108-111. 
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although his Bellamy and Wildblood are merely Restoration rakes, who 
"lack the fire, the pride, the honor complexes of the conventional 
Spanish gallant, and show up the Spaniards in the play as a bit stodgy 
and old fashioned."l71 And finally, Mr . Allen has quite recently re-
considered his views on the second plot of An Evening's Love . On the 
question of whether this part of the play derives directly from 
Calderon's El Ast1:ologo Fingido, he thinks that "everything of signifi-
cance common to both Dryden and Calder~n is also in Scud~ry or 
Corneille, and, since Dryden gives evidence by his scene division and 
language that he had Corneille's play before him as he wrote and by 
, 
his numerous reminiscences of Scudery that he had read her story, we 
must assume that they were his source for the material which came 
originally from Calderon."172 Although he gives considerable 
attention to the influence of Mlle. Scud~ry, Allen does not revise 
his view that the main influence is Corneille, and the effect of other 
minor discoveries serves merely to reinforce the judgment about the 
hodge-podge that went into this play . 
Marriage ~ la Mode was performed sometime before June of 1672 
17l"The Spanish Intrigue Play on the Restoration Stage," unpubl. 
diss. (Ohio State, 1935), pp. 115-116 . 
172"The Sources of Dryden's The Mock Astrologer, 11 f.Q. , XXXVI 
(October, 1957), 454-455 . 
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and published in 1673. Hell received in the author's day, it survived 
into the eighteenth century as the result of bowdlerization at the 
hands of Colley Cibber, 'vho combined it with some scenes from The 
Mock Astrologer into something called The Comical Lovers, which was 
revived under the original or the Cibber title or as The Frenchified 
Lady several times, the last adaptation appearing as late as 1796. 173 
"It has remained for our own age," says George H. Knipp, "to do justice 
' to Dryden's Marriage A-la-Mode . " He lists a revival in February of 
1920, at the Lyric Theatre, Hammersmith, under the auspices of the 
Phoenix Society, Montague Summers directing . Mr. Summers avers that 
the venture "proved a triumphant success . " 174 It was given again at 
the Maddermarket Theatre, No~vich , for a ,.,eek in February, 1926, in a 
version that was , according to Knipp, "marred only by the fact that 
some unknown Cibber had arisen to bowdlerize the comic scenes . " The 
year 1928 saw two presentations of Marriage } la Mode : a tlvo-week 
run opened at the Birmingham Repertory Theatre on Saturday, April 14, 
and a less satisfactory presentation occurred in December at the 
Festival Theatre, Cambridge . A botched version played at the Lyric 
Theatre, Hammersmith, on October 9, 1930. Dr. Knipp adds his scorn 
l73For a stage history of Marriage ~ la Uode and its adaptations, 
see Knipp, pp. 95-lll . This paragraph of my study derives largely from 
Knipp's research. The 1946 production was reviewed by Peter Fleming in 
The Spectator, August 2, 1946, p. ll5, and by Stephen Potter in The New 
Statesman & Nation, August 3, 1946, p. 86. 
l74The Restoration Theatre (London, 1934), p. 327. 
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to that of the reviewers to the effect that the text had been doctored 
"until the play hardly remained the authentic work of Dryden." The 
Northampton Repertory Theatre put on Marriage a la Hode in September 
of 1931 as an anniversary piece for the Dryden Festival of that year . 
And it was performed at the St. James Theatre in London in early August 
of 1946 . 
This play has generally been considered Dryden's best comedy . 
Saintsbury termed it such and included it in his Selected Plays of 
Dryden, although he had earlier deplored the salty language which 
"makes it impossible to revive and difficult to read without disgust."l75 
Even A. W. Ward finds it "thoroughly amusing in its comic action," in 
spite of a few risque passages . l76 George R. Noyes is one of the first 
to sound the note that characterizes most modern commentators on the 
play when he says that " t hough much indecency disfigures the play, it 
is rather superficial grossness than . • • deep-rooted corruption . 
Dryden's characters are at least not heartless . " 177 The manners critics 
were to make this point frequently after him, opening the door wide for 
a favorable judgment of Marriage a la Hode . 
One of the problems the play raises is the merit of the serious 
175Dryden, p. 54 . 
l76A History of English Dramatic Literature, p . 366. 
177
"Dryden as Dramatist," p. xxxv. 
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(not tragic) romantic plot which is added to the comedy of wit . A 
few writers have taken exception to the general neglect or condemnation 
of the serious plot, most notably Professor Nicoll, who finds in the 
romantic portions "a decided beauty of their own," not to omit the 
eccentric opinion of Hr. Sununers, who finds them "of the rarest and 
most exquisite beauty. Than the dialogue between Leonidas and Palmyra 
which concludes Act I nothing lovelier has ever been spoken upon the 
stage , the words melt into a divine music . 11178 William Empson has 
discussed the "clash" between the t\-10 plots and their curious inter-
action, not unlike the effect of parody. 179 Most critics, however, 
have agreed with James R. Sutherland that it is as a comedy rather 
than as a mixed play that Marriage ala Mode will be judged . l80 Mr . 
Sutherland views the serious plot as "a romantic comedy verging on 
tragedy in which the gap between the two very different worlds is 
nver quite satisfactorily bridged . 11181 If , however, Dryden "had 
written a comedy of five acts, all as amusing as the scenes in which 
l78A History of Restoration Drama, p . 217 ; "Introduction," 
Dramatic Works, I, lxxxi . 
179English Pastoral Poetry (New York, 1938), pp. 47-48. 
18011Introduction, II Harriage a la Mode (London, 1934)' p . xiii. 
See .also Elwin, p . 90. 
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Palamede, Rhodophil, Doralice, and Methantha appear, his reputation 
as a comic dramatist would stand much higher than it does to,-.day. "182 
To a large extent the reputation of Harriage a la Mode rests on 
Dryden's skill in managing the lively wit and comic situations of 
his emancipated young couples. Melantha, for example, has been 
praised ever since Congreve (whose Millamant is anticipated by Dryden's 
Melantha) wrote an appreciation of her as a dramatic ·character. 183 
And numerous critics have pointed out how Dryden has surpassed his 
usual limitations in his management of the lighter scenes and how the 
witty dialogue of this play epitomizes the very spirit of Restoration 
comedy . 184 
It is interesting to note that Allen's study of the sources of 
Marriage ~ la Mode leads to no such damaging conclusions as most of 
his analyses of the heterogeneous sources of Dryden's comedies . This 
play is not a melange, whatever one may think of the addition of a 
serious plot . Mr . Allen rele-gates to an appendix his investigation 
of the relationship of the serious plot to the story of Sesostris and 
Timarete in Scudery's Le grand cyrus, facilitating his treatment of 
182page xi. 
l83see, for example, Dobree's observation that Melantha gives the 
lie to the notion that Dryden was naturally ineapable of comedy (p . 113). 
DavidS. Berkeley considers Melantha as a mock-precieuse in his article 
on "Preciosite and the Restoration Comedy of Hanners,"'_!:!!&, XVIII 
(February, 1955), 111-112 . 
184See Dobree, pp. 108-115; Sutherland, pp. xiii-xiv; or John H. 
Smith, p. 69. 
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Marriage ala Mode as basically original . l85 
Louis Kronenberger in a very fine analysis of the play has not 
only claimed that the comic portion is "as genuinely comedy of manners 
as anything we might choose out of the whole Restoration," in that 
"nothing could be more artificial, more worldly, in a sense more 
stylized; nothing have more piquant possibilities or a more fashion-
able air,"186 but he has also shown that the play develops a theme, 
in a witty rather than a serious manner, of course. Numerous critics 
before him had pointed out that the opening song '~hy should a foolish 
marriage vow" sets the theme, and Bonamy Dobr~e has hinted at Kronen-
berger's view in his comments on how "Dryden brings the connnon sense 
argument to bear" on the end, laughing "morality back into its right-
ful place, as the scheme which ultimately makes life most comfortable . "187 
Mr. Kronenberger points out that in the working out of Marriage a la 
Mode 
we have not only a reversal in terms of plot, but an advance in terms 
of "idea. " We start off with an affectation--that love and marriage 
are incompatible, and that not to accept the fact is unsophisticated . 
The ensuing plot is in the nature of high farce; but the denouement 
consists in stamping out affectation and facing truth. Dryden's is 
not a romantic ending: his point is not that one's wife or husband 
is the one real love, marriage the one happy s.tate . It is not, 
again, a moral ending: the characters .are not brought round to 
185Pages 110-124; 261-268. 
l86The Thread of Laughter, p . 88 . 
l87Restoration Comedy, pp . 112-113 . 
reverencing their marriage vows, to feeling that conjugal love is 
noble, illicit passion base. It is a purely realistic ending: 
the people decide that the game isn't worth the candle; there would 
be too much risk, uncertainty, jealousy; and as they all find their 
mates attractive, why embark upon being unfaithful?l88 
None of Dryden's other comedies has yielded to thematic analysis so 
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successfully as this, as none has been the subject of so much compli-
mentary criticism from nearly all quarters. 
Strange, then, that Dryden should have written what is generally 
considered his best comedy the same year that he ,.,rote one which has 
more than once been called his worst . The Assignation: or, Love in 
Nunnery appeared in Lincoln's Inn Fields late in 1672 and was printed 
in 1673. One is not surprised that it has been "infrequently done 
even in the early eighteenth century," but that it should reappear 
for tlvo performances by the Phoenix Society at the Aldtvych Theatre, 
January 25 and 26, 1925, and without the aid of Hr. Montague Stnnmers, 189 
is indeed a shocker. At this distance I cannot even guess why a re-
vival of this play should have ever have been undertaken in the 
twentieth century, even by an antiquarian dramatic society. 
Although Ashley Thorndike terms The Assignation "'brilliantly 
written,rrl90 most critics have condemned it as a pot-boiler that 
188Pages 89-90. 
189Knipp, pp. 114-115. 
190£nglish Comedy, p. 283 . 
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panders too readily to the depraved taste of the Restoration audience. 
Allardyce Nicoll finds it dull at best, and Joseph Wood Krutch decides 
that its depravity, as with most of Dryden's comedies, is probably 
due to the fact that it was "written in cold blood without enthusiasm" 
simply for the income that it \vould surely bring; as an illustration 
of its tone he cites "the fact that the nunnery is referred to as the 
'seraglio of the godly . 'ttl91 
Ned B. Allen's study of the sources leads to the conclusion that 
"the play seems to be an indiscriminate collocation of unrelated 
elements."192 "The difficulty that one finds in classifying The 
Assignation suggests at once one of the causes of its failure. Like 
The Mock Astrologer, it has several different elements, \vhich were 
not well combined . "193 Charles E. Ward concurs independentlY in 
Allen's view, scoring The Assignation as a "curious mingling of 
antagonistic material" laxly constructed and inadequately motivated . 194 
Allen thinks that Dryden started out to do a tragicomedy but ended up 
\vi th an unfortunate amalgam taken from S carron' s Roman comique , the 
story of Constance the fair nun in the anonymous novel The Annals of 
Love , and, in the case of Aurelia's servant, from the sort of fool 
19lcomedy and Conscience after the Restoration, p. 19, 
192Page 175 . 
193page 171. 
194"Dryden' s Drama," p. 204 . 
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that Moliere gave to comedy.l95 James U. Rundle has challenged Allen 
in an article on the comic plot which argues that Dryden did not use 
Scarron at all, but that "the action involving the four lovers was 
based on a play by Calderon, Con quien vengo vengo , which Scarron 
himself had used . "l96 
Frank H. Moore's article ''Heroic Comedy: A New Interpretation 
of Dryden's Assignation" (1954) deplores the general idea that the 
play is a pot-boiler, blaming Allen for perpetuating the mistake.l97 
Mr . Moore's argument rests squarely on the intentional approach: 
"Dryden in writing The Assignation had the serious artistic purpose 
of mingling high comedy such as he had previously "t-Tritten with still 
higher, or heroic, comedy . This interpretation accounts for the 
' features which Allen cites as discordant, and raises the play to an 
important place in the development of Dryden's drama." 198 He have 
already discussed the shaky foundations for Hr. Moore's outline of 
195 Pages 170-191. 
l96"The Source of Dryden's 'Comic Plot 1 in The Assignation," 
MP, XLV (Nov . , 1947), 104 . Rundle's vie\-T credits Dryden with much 
less originality in this play, arguing a strong influence on the 
delineation of Benito (p. 107) and on the language of Dryden's play 
(p. 107-111) . ·He has to conclude that Dryden could read Spanish, a 
point generally disputed, including by Allen . 
197sP, LI (October, 1954), 585. 
198 Page 585 . 
Dryden's comic theory. He makes a number of concessions to Allen's 
charges of incongruity and discordance, actually, and then comes to 
the heart of his case, that in the triangle of Frederick, Lucretia, 
and the Duke, 11 the comic qualities are at least as important 
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as its heroic qualities, 11 and hence that "this portion of the play 
should be regarded not as a heroic plot which Dryden has inexplicably 
spoiled by adding comic bits, but as heroic comedy." 199 Assuming the 
validity of his notion of Dryden's theoretical purpose, Mr. Moore 
does not, it seems to me, address himself adequately to the question 
of w·hether a successful fusion is ever attained in this and other 
passages ,.,here the idea of 11heroic comedy" is supposed to be pertinent. 
None of Dryden's tragicomedies has been so universally avoided 
as Amboyna, or the Cruel ties of the Dutch to the English Herchants, 
which played at Lincoln's Inn Fields about !'lay, 1673 and was printed 
the same year. A topical propaganda piece, dwelling on the atrocities 
of the Dutch during the current war, it has received no critical 
acclaim and has been quickly passed over by dramatic historians. 
Allardyce Nicoll, to cite one opinion as representative of many, simply 
dismisses it as "horrible and cruel. 11200 The only person to write at 
199 Page 593. 
ZOOpage 225. 
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any length on the play, Louis I . Bredvold, hastens to assure us that 
his interest in it is purely historical: "no one cares to urge that 
Amboyna has literary merit . "201 He considers the play merely a pot-
boiler which plays up war sentiment, and he argues against the in-
sinuation that Dryden wrote it at the insistence of Clifford, the 
treasurer, who vlanted the laureate to agitate public hostility against 
the Dutch . 202 Only the dedication, he argues, ha$ any connection with 
Clifford; it is a tribute written to honor the treasurer on his re-
signation from office in June, the same month the play was published . 203 
This would still make Amboyna at the time of its performance merely 
a \-lretched exploitation of passing war hysteria. 
It is Dryden's The Kind Keeper ; or, Mr . Limberham, however, that 
is most generally cons idered his most offensive play . Appearing at 
Dorset Garden in March of 1677/8 and in print in 1680, it received a 
cold receiption from the audience, and has not been heard from in our 
own day . Critical condemnation has come from nearly all quarters, and 
on several counts . Malcolm Elwin, for example, sees as the reason 
for its failure the fact that it preaches (against the "crying sin 
of keeping"), and preaches to an audience that preferred cynical \dt . 204 
201
"Political Aspects of Dryden's Amboyna and The Spanish Fryar," 
University of Michigan Publications, Language and Literature, VIII 
(Ann Arbor, 1933), 119 . 
202page 121-123 . 
203Page 122-123 . 
204The Playgoer's Handbook, p. 95 . 
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Bonamy Dobree in much the same spirit points out that Dryden is better 
at comedy of wit than at the naturalistic sort, and then parenthesizes, 
''How dull Limberham is! 11205 Ashley Thorndike is willing to admit "a 
certain cleverness in plotting" in Limberham, but he finds this is 
"insufficient to relieve its disgusting indecency."206 And Mr . Nicoll's 
frequently cited remarks on the play represent the mainstream of criti-
cal opinion : 
Judged even by the standards of its own time, it is terrible in tone . 
A sickening atmosphere of sex and of animalism hangs over it, nor is 
that atmosphere relieved by the presence of any airy wit . It may be 
a satire--a satire of "credulous cuckolds" and on "Keepers"--but the 
satire passes little beyond the crudest realism. There is nothing to 
atone for the foetid odour that seems to hang about it. It is one of 
the truly immoral works of the period . 207 
Against these opinions are set the earlier remarks of Mr . Saintsbury, 
whose views on Mr . Limberham are highly eccentric . He goes so far 
as to entertain the notion that this is Dryden's best comedy, "on the 
ground that its chief rivals, Marriage a la Mode and The Spanish Friar 
are not unmitigatedly comic, and that, some common material of farce 
and fabliau matter excepted, it appears to be pretty original . It is, 
however, not only naughty but nasty: and its merits are rather those 
of situation and the stage than of dialogue and literature."208 
206English Comedy, p . 285 . 
207Page 218 . 
20~"Int,.Eoduction, " Selected Plays of Dryden , I (London and New 
York, 119041/), xiv. 
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Mr. Allen, the only person to write at any length at all on Mr. 
Limberham, is interested in it chiefly because it is 11 the most 
original of them all, 11209 but this fact leads to no remarkable critical 
opinions. Allen tracks down various incidental influences, but he dis-
misses the play as bourgeois comedy, in which 11 the interest is held by 
the variety of the intrigue, not by the wit or the grace of the 
characters," and he, too, is unable to stomach the vicious tone. 210 
The Spanish Friar, or, The Double Discovery played at Dorset 
Garden in March, 1679/80, and was published in 1681~ It has been, 
according to Knipp, Dryden's most popular play, equaling The Tempest 
and Sir Martin Mar-all initially, and in the eighteenth century out-
stripping all others, with at least 299 performances to which definite 
dates can be assigned.2ll In fact, it seems remarkable that The 
Spanish Friar should not have been revived in this century. Knipp's 
account of a plan by Montague Summers to put it on in London, only 
to back off on account of the offensiveness of Friar Dominic, who is 
essential to the play, suggests one good reason why no modern audience 
as yet has seen the play.212 
209Page 192. 
210Page 192-207. 
211Pages 186, 226. 
212Pages 226-227. 
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Critical comment on The Spanish Friar has been divided, but 
nearly all of it testifies to the relatively high reputation of the 
play if it does not all contribute to its maintenance. Sir Walter 
Scott first thre'q the fat into the fire when, in his high regard for 
the play, he compared Friar Dominic to Falstaff. 213 John Churton 
Collins, to cite another n:i.neteenth-century writer, finds it "beyond 
question the most skilfully constructed of all Dryden's plays ... 214 
James Russell Lowell, who has a rather low estimate of Dryden's 
comedies in general, on the other hand, finds himself rather inclined 
to "wonder at than envy those who can be amused by it."215 Although 
George Saintsbury includes The Spanish Friar among the Selected Plays, 
he does so partly out of respect for its reputation; its own merit 
does not seem to him "quite so high as some put it," and he thinks 
that after its initial success it earned him "one of the most justly 
applied lashes of Collier's cat-o'-nine-tails."216 George R. Noyes 
in 1910 anticipates the theses of N. B. Allen when he deplores "the 
absence of that harmonious tone~' to be found outside the comedies, 
and suggests that although this fault is the result of Dryden's ser-
vility to popular taste, its lively scenes and skilfully constructed 
213works of John Dryden , VI (Edinburgh, 1821), 367. 
214"John Dryden," p. 42 . 
215~'0ryden," Among My Books, p . 45. 
216"Introduction," Selected Plays of Dryden , I, xiv. 
plot "go far to atone for the repulsiveness of the sub.ject ... 217 On 
the other hand, A. W. Ward considers The Spanish Friar, along with 
only All for Love, to be a dramatic masterpiece.218 And William 
Strunk considers Friar Dominic, the source of the comic energy of 
the play, to be "easily the most lifelike . lcharacteE_j that Dryden 
has drawn," although his is "not, of course, a character to rank by 
the side of Falstaff. " 219 And finally, to suggest the range of 
opinion on this play (al though it would be foolish to introduce his 
views on each of t Le plays) there are the opinions of Mr. Montague 
Stmroers, who considers Friar Dominic to be one of the great comic 
creations of all time: "The scenes in which he plays his part must 
be ranked among the most mirthful in all English literature. In 
comedy they are certainly unsurpassed. 11220 De gustibus non est 
disputandum. 
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Among the detailed considerations of this play is a study of its 
"political aspects" by Louis I. Bredvold in 1932. His treatment is 
really a part of his biographical rehabilitation of Dryden, and has 
its origin in charges made against Dryden in his own lifetime to the 
217"Dryden as Dramatist," pp. li-lii. 
21811Dryden," CHEL, VIII, 36. 
219All For Love and The Spanish Fryar (Boston, 11911/), p. xxix. 
220"Introductiori.," Dram~tic Works, Vol. I, p. cix. Summers credits 
Dryden with staying on the safe side of indecency in his portrait of the 
licentious friar. 
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effect that he wrote the play in a period of alienation from the 
court be cause his pension was not paid . Bredvold shows by examination 
of the Calendar of Treasury Books that ~ 200 had been paid in 1680, 
when he presumedly was out of sorts with the court . 221 The whole 
charge, then, is based on misinformation . As a political document 
the play does not present the Whig view at all (Torismond, not Ray-
mond, is presented sympathetically); rather, it is a play "which in 
its serious plot exploits particularly the Tory attitude toward 
legitimacy and regularity of succession."222 Dryden borders on the 
Whiggish position only in his anti-Catholicism, which derives from 
his usual anticlericalism and which avoids exploiting the Popish 
Plot in a manner characteristic of rabid Whig polemics.223 Thus, 
although Bredvold 1 s main motives are biographical, he has contributed 
an adequate reading of the political references in the serious part 
of The Spanish Friar which does a critical service to the play by 
means of historical interpretation. 
Mr . Allen relates Dryden 1 s shift from witty comedy to "low 
farcical intrigue" in the play to his attempt to please a newer, more 
221
"Political Aspects of Dryden 1 s Amboyna and The Spanish Fryar," 
pp . 123- 126 . 
222Pages 127-131 . 
223page 131. 
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bourgeois audience . 224 His study of the sources follows that of 
Legouis for the serious plot (Quinault's L'Astrate) and points out 
for the comic plot that Dryden followed such diverse influences as 
Falstaff and Lopez from Fletcher's Spanish Curate , at a distance; 
and much more closely, the novelLe Pelerin by Gabriel de Bremond. 225 
Allen points out that Dryden could not make a good play out of such 
irreconcilable sources as Shakespeare and Quinault . 226 The Shakes-
perean influence, w·hich is not really strong, is unfortunate: 
Dryden's attempt to make his characters soar into the realms of poetry 
under the stress of emotion, for instance, is not always successful, 
and the failures are painful failures . .The worst parts of The Spanish 
Friar are much poorer than anything in the heroic plays, for in the 
latter the whole atmosphere is so artificial that one is not apt to 
think of comparing it with reality , while in this play the attempt to 
portray real human emotion brings Dryden into an unfortunate com-
parison with Shakespeare and emphasizes his lack of the higher qual-
ities of the imagination . 227 
Louis Kronenberger's study of this play echoes the accusations 
of Allen . The Spanish Friar , he declares, is the unfortunate result 
of catering to popular taste, for "two stories for the price of one," 
produced a play which not only lacks integrity, but in which the 
224Page 125 . 
225Pages 125- 133 . 
226P age 144 . 
227page 141. 
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heroic material is deflated by the juxtaposit±on of a comic plot. 228 
Considering the two plots individually, Kronenberger rather admires 
"the proficiency and energy" of the rhetorical verse in the heroic 
part, but finds the comic passages lacking in freshness, without "a 
certair\ lightness and speed ~' of verbal wit . 229 Dryden's friar, more-
over, "has no large amount of wit in himself, nor is he the least cause 
of vlit in others," while in comparison with Falstaff, Friar Dominic's 
hypocrisy lacks innocent charm; he is more a satiric character than a 
vital comic creation.230 
Amphitryon , or The ~vo Socias played at Drury Lane in October , 
1690 , and was published the same year . Knipp has pointed out that its 
popularity lasted through the eighteenth century, although it was often 
tinkered with toward the end of the age . 23l He also notes a Victorian 
revival characterized by "memorable success" in 1872, as well as two 
performances in the twentieth century: one at Daly's Theatre, May 28 
and 30 1922, for the Phoenix Society under the direction of the inde-
fatigable Mr . Summers, and one in October of 1930 at the Haddermarket 
228The Thread of Laughter, pp . 82-84. 
229Page 87 . 
230pages S7-88 . 
231Page 269 . It was acted at least 118 times in the eighteenth 
century, a statistic which rivals only the record of The Spanish Friar 
among Dryden's comedies . 
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Theatre, Norwich . 232 Few modern critics have given it more than even 
passing attention or the faintest praise . A. H. Hard, for example, 
· finds himself torn between its appeal and its licentiousness, while 
A. H. Thorndike finds it "admirable enough in both its verse and its 
stage bustle and fun," but feels that it betrays "Dryden's genius 
. d f . k h t . . 1 h . . 11233 occup~e , as so o ten, on a tas t a LS scarce y wort Lts pa~ns. 
Malcolm Elwin's enthusiasm for Amphitryon is due to his enthusiasm 
for farce . 234 Nicoll is sounder in his judgment that the play may 
be amusing, but it is' without charm: "it is Celadon and Florimel 
in another age, less witty, .less gay, more evilly suggestive . "235 
There have been only a few studies of Amphitryon that extend be-
yond minimal comment. A. L. Bondurant's article "The Amphitruo of 
Plautus, Moliere's Amphitryon , and the Amphitryon of Dryden" compares 
the three plays mechanically, leaving to the end of the article crude 
critical remarks that praise Dryden's "wonderfully clever play" with 
its "many beautiful line~," which is nevertheless "distinctly immoral, 
and justly offends both the taste and the feelings" because in it 
"the good are degraded, woman is scoffed at, and valor is not prized. " 236 
232pages 280-283 . 
233ward, A History of English Dramatic Literature, p . 19, and 
Thorndike, English Comedy, p. 285 . 
234The Playgoer's Handbook, pp . 98-99. 
235page 219 . 
236sewanee Revie\·1, XXXIII (October-December, 1925), 455-468 . 
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N. B. Allen's investigation finds Dryden so closely following Moliere 
that he calls this play an adaptation; his discussion is brief because 
he has little to add to what is obvious. In general, his remarks are 
distinguished by his preference for the romantic passages over the 
comic, partly because of the excellence of the blank verse . He finds 
a characteristic tendency of Dryden's comic method in his widening 
of the gap between the two groups of characters, thus romanticizing 
one group and vulgarizing the other, in comparison with his sources . 237 
Love Triumphant, or Nature Will Prevail , Dryden's last tragi-
comedy, appeared at Drury Lane in the early weeks of 1693/4 and was 
published the same year . It is the result of what had by this time 
become Dryden's formula for tragicomedy, and most critics have 
treated it as merely such. Ristine, for example, writing in 1910, 
emphasizes the degree to which it is composed of stock devices: a 
serious romantic plot which reflects the heroic play in the theme of 
love versus honor, superficially connected with a comic story, in 
\vhich tragedy is avoided in the seri<>.us plot so that a romantic ending 
may occur . 238 Allen similarly points out that in Love Triumphant, as 
"in all his two-plot tragicomedies Dryden has followed the same 
formula, the serious and comic characters having nothing to do with 
237Pages 225-239 . See Appendix E (pp . 273-276) for a detailed 
consideration of Dryden's debt to Plautus . 
23~nglish Tragicomedy, pp. 171 - 172 . 
308 
each other until the last act, when the latter help the former recover 
or defend their thrones. Except for this they might be characters in 
different plays . " 239 Actually, both Ristine and Allen say pretty 
much the same thing about other plays, such as Secret Love and 
' Marriage a la Mode , but no one seems to have found any redeeming 
qualities in the comic plot of Love Triumphant , as several have with 
the other mixed plays . Allen, in fact, is inclined to speculate," 
in view of the poor quality of the comic plots of the last two of 
Dryden's tragicomedies," since he can find no source for the comic 
plot, that "it might be concluded that he was only an adapter; 
that . .• the fatigue of constructing his own comic plots, as he 
apparently did in these last plays, left him no energy for adorning 
them and making them sparkle."24° He is forced, however, by the 
success of the comic part of Marriage a la Mode to give up this tempt-
ing theory. Naomi F . Phelps, however, has suggested that Dryden took 
his comic plot from Scarron's L'H6ritier ridicule, to which there are 
parallels in situation, but no verbal reminiscenses.241 
239Page 74 . 
24°Pages 152-153. 
241
"The Influence of Paul Scarron on Restoration Literature," 
p . 126. 
The reputation of Dryden, then, can hardly be said to rest on 
his comic dramas . Although the period under consideration has seen 
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a major revaluation of Restoration comedy, and, to some extent, an 
abandonment of the severe moral condemnation tha t characterized most 
of nineteenth-century opinion, Dryden has not come off so well as 
later comic dramatists of the Restoration. True, there has been a 
softening of the tone of discussions of Dryden's comedies, a striking 
shift from the strictures of Hacaulay to the occasional praise of 
Saintsbury and others after him . The s o- called "manner" critics 
have progressed from the indifference to Dryden of John Palmer to 
the views of Allardyce Nicoll and Hiss Kathleen Lynch, who give to 
him a position of historical importance in the development of the 
comedy of manners . Critically, however, Dryden is seldom praised 
for whole plays, but for certain isolated scenes of witty raillery 
between liberated young couples, scenes which are considered to 
possess a degree of with or clever intrigue, but which are chiefly 
valued as leading to the scenes of a grea ter writer such as Etherege, 
or characters like Helantha \-lho are praised only to be placed in the 
shadow of a greater creation in the same manner, such as Congreve's 
Millamant . At best, plays that are valued relatively highly, such 
as Marriage ~ la Mode , must be valued in spite of a detracting serious 
plot . 
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Nor has the rehabilitation of Restoration comedy by the rigidly 
aesthetic method of the manners critics gone unchallenged . The moral 
argument reappears in the twentieth century, not merely in the old 
Victorian terms, in which indecency is closely identified with immor-
ality, but also in the objections of Joseph Wood Krutch to the "hard-
ness," the "cynical perversity" of Restoration comedy, or the charge 
of L. C. Knights against its essential triviality. The ridiculously 
superlative praise of Dryden's comedies by a person like Montague 
Summers only amounts to unintended damnation, while the cool dismissal 
by T. s. Eliot, whose high regard for other aspects of Dryden ' s work 
has contributed so much to his prestige in modern times, is glaringly 
apparent. 
It is interesting to note that the oldest charge against Dryden ' s 
comedies, that he pandered to the taste of his age, which was first 
brought against him in terms of his immorality and indecency, has 
reappeared in different terms with the "manners" critics, who deplore 
the intrusion of romantic and humours elements in the very plays in 
which the comedy of manners first begins to emerge . Moreover, the 
scholarly and critical study of Ned B. Allen of the question of Dryden's 
use of his sources has yielded similar results . His comedies turn out 
to be hodge-podges, compounded after a careful reading of the weather-
vane of public taste, their only general principle of construction 
being "to appeal within the separate plays to divers tastes" by means 
of two plots and mixed comic materials . The difficulties met by 
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dramatic historians in classifying his tragicomedies apart from his 
comedies tends to support the same judgment. On the other hand, Mr. 
Allen, and with him John Wilcox, to name two of the best students of 
the question of French influence, havefreed Dryden from the charge 
of slavish imitation of French drama, and at the same time, undercut 
the basis for the claims of Scott and Saintsbury that Dryden was 
original in his dramas. 
With the possible exception of Marriage ~ la Mode , if we overlook 
the romantic plot, none of Dryden's comedies has received consistently 
honorific comment from its modern critics. To go to the other extreme, 
no critic, whatever his method and critical values (excepting again 
Mr. Summers, who is no critic at all) can find anything to say for 
such a play as Mr. Limberham, generally considered the worst. 
The revival of Restoration comedy, then, has given impetus to new 
and fresh considerations of Dryden's comedies, but the failure of these 
plays to rise significantly in critical status as the result of the 
application of new critical procedures, is inescapably evident. This 
is not to say that Dryden's comedies have continued to be neglected 
or ignored, as they were in the nineteenth century, or even that they 
have been roundly condemned. But the revision in opinion has been less 
than one might expect in view of the general reconsideration of Dryden 
on the one hand, and Restoration comedy on the other. Apart from Dryden's 
newly discovered importance in the development of the comedy of manners, 
only isolated scenes and characters, extracted from their rather miscellan-
eous dramatic contexts, have won the acclaim of modern critics, and even 
this praise has been seriously challenged. 
CHAPTER VI 
HEROIC PLAyS, LATER TRAGEDIES, AND DRAMATIC OPERAS 
Twentieth-century scholarly and critical interest in the drama 
of the Restoration has not, of course, resulted in the neglect of the 
heroic plays and later tragedies of John Dryden. This chapter will 
assess the impact on the reputation of Dryden made by modern studies 
of this drama, including an account of the scholarly and critical 
attention given to each of the individual plays . Although many writers 
have observed the continuity of the heroic tone and manner in the later 
tragedies, we shall give them separate treatment from the rhymed heroic 
plays. Finally, to this we shall append an account of the standing of 
Dryden's dramatic operas. Under the heading of "heroic plays" come 
The Indian Queen, The Indian Emperor, Tyrannick Love, the two parts of 
The Conquest of Granada, and Aureng-Zebe . Under the later tragedies 
will be found material pertinent to The Duke of Guise, Don Sebastian, 
and Cleomenes; All for Love, along with his and Lee's Oedipus , is to 
be considered in the next chapter with the dramatic adaptations. And 
under the section on operas come Albion and Albianus , The Prophetess, 
and King Arthur , while the best-known operatic play of them all, 
The State of Innocence , is considered with the adaptations because its 




The obvious reluctance of Samuel Johnson, generally one of Dryden's 
most favorable critics, to consider his dramas, which we have already 
noted, extends, of course, to the heroic tragedies. His distaste for 
them is not everywhere explicit in his discussion, but it is plain in 
his expression of the view that the "practice of making tragedies in 
rhyme" derived from the Gallicized taste of the court of Charles II: 
Dryden, who wrote, and made no difficulty of declaring that he wrote, 
only to please, and 'who perhaps knew that by his dexterity of versifi-
cation he was more likely to excel others in rhyme than without it, 
very readily adopted his master's preference. He therefore made rhyming 
tragedies, till, by the prevalence of manifest propriety, he seems to 
have grown ashamed of making them any longer.l 
This judgment, actually, is basic to the main trend of criticism of the 
heroic plays ever since. 
So also is Dr. Johnson's condemnation of the extravagance of the 
heroic tragedies typical not only of his own common-sense approach, but 
also of the enduring tradition of heroic-dramatic criticism. He focuses 
mainly on the passages "of empty noise and ridiculous turbulence" in 
Tyrannick Love: "the rants of Maximin have been always the sport of 
criticism; and were at length, if his own confession may be trusted, 
the shame of the writer."2 The Conquest of Granada as well comes in 
l"Dryden," Lives of the English Poets , ed. George Birkbeck Hill, 
I (Oxford, 1905), 337-338 . 
2page 348. 
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for some abuse for its "seeming determination to glut the public with 
dramatick wonders . "3 And yet when he says of the same play that "the 
scenes are, for the most part , delightful," and that "they exhibit a 
kind of illustrious depravity, and majestic madness: such as, if it 
is sometimes despised, is often reverenced, and in which the ridiculous 
is mingled with the astonishing,"4 he also anticipates the nature and 
degree of value that most of the subsequent critics of these plays 
have been willing to allow them. 
Sir Walter Scott's attitude toward the rhymed tragedies is signifi-
cant because he, too, is noted f or his generally favorable estimate of 
Dryden's literary accomplishments . Yet , like Dr. Johnson, Scott is 
hard put to account for the popular success of the heroic plays, and 
like him, he sees them as a response to the curious taste of the 
monarch and his court for French dramatic modes: it was France which 
"afforded the pattern of those trag~dies which continued in fashion 
for twenty years after the Restoration, and which were called Rhyming 
or Heroic Plays . "5 Scott also follows Johnson in his view that 
Tyrannick Love "abounds in bombast, but is not deficient in specimens 
of the sublime and of the tender. "6 
3Pages 348-349. 
4Page 349. 
5Liatus "The Life of John Dryden" [[80§.7, '-lorks , I (Edinburgh, 
1920)' 69-71. 
6Page 110 . 
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In attempting to characterize the plays for a public to whom 
they were virtually archaic, he says, 
When we consider these various essentials of a rhyming play, we may, 
perhaps, without impropriety, define it to be a metrical romance of 
chivalry in form of a drama. The hero is a perfect knight-errant, 
invincible in battle, and devoted to his dulcinea by a love, subtle, 
metaphysical, and abstracted from all the usual qualities of the in-
stinctive passion; his adventures diversified by splendid descriptions 
of bull-feasts, battles, and tournaments; his fortune undergoing the 
strangest, most causeless, and most unexpected varieties; his history 
chequered by the marvellous interference of ghosts, spectres, and hell 
itself; his actions effecting the change of empires, and his co-agents 
being all lords, and dukes, and noble princes, in order that their 
rank might, in some slight degree, correspond to the native exaltation 
of the champion's character.? · 
"The reader may smile at this description," he goes on, "and feel 
some surprise how compositions, involving such gross absurdities, were 
tolerated by an audience, having pretence to taste and civilization. 
But something may be said for the heroic drama." What "may be said 
for the heroic drama" is an attempt to explain historically ~'i ts general 
popularity" by condescending reference to "a certain correspondence 
with the manners of the time~' and a Johnso.nian acknowledgment of a 
certain splendor, or "beauties" which both partial ly compensate for 
and disguise its obvious "faults": 
Although the manners were preposterous, and the changes of fortune rapid 
and improbable, yet the former often attained a sublime, though forced 
elevation of sentiment; and the latter, by rapidity of transition and of 
7Pages 127-128. 
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contrast, served in no slight degree to interest as well as to surprise 
the audience. If the spectators were occasionally stunned with bombast, 
or hurried and confused by the accumulation of action and intrigue, 
they escaped the languor of a creeping dialogue, and the taedium of a 
barren plot, of which the termination is descried full three acts be-
fore it can be attained. Besides, if these dramas were sometimes 
extravagant, beautiful passages often occurred to atone for these 
sallies of fury. In others, ingenuity makes some amends for the ab-
sence of natural feeling, and the reader's fancy is pleased at the 
expense of his taste. In representation, the beauty of the verse, 
assisted by the enunciation of such actors as Betterton and Mohun, 
gilded over the defects of the sense, and afforded a separate gratifi-
cation. The splendour of scenery also, in which these plays claimed 
a peculiar excellence, afforded a different but certain road to popular 
favour; and thus this drama, with all its faults, was very far from 
wanting the usual requisites for success.8 
Macaulay as well becomes a kind of touchstone, in a negative way, 
against which to measure more recent views of the heroic plays. If he 
is severe in his condemnation of the immorality of the comedies, he is 
equally harsh in his views of Dryden's inadequacies as a serious drama-
tist. Chief among the failings of the heroic play, according to 
Macaulay, is his utter lack "of the power of exhibiting real human beings" 
on the stage; even his abstracted type characters in the heroic plays 
do not succeed as types.9 The reason that the sentiments expressed 
in the heroic plays are fantastic is again his inadequacy in character-
ization: 
8Pages 128-129. 
9Thomas Babington Macaulay, "John Dryden" 1_182§../, Critical, 
Historical and Miscellaneous Essays, I (New York, 1877), 355. 
317 
We blame Dryden, not because the persons of his dramas are not Moors 
or Americans, but because they are not men and women;--not because 
love, such as he represents it could not exist in a harem or in a · 
wigwam, but because it could not exist anywhere. As is the love of 
his heroes, such are all their other emotions. All their qualities, 
their courage, their ,generosity, their pride, are on the same 
colossal scale •••• He did not care to give them what he could not 
give without measure. The tyrants and ruffians are merely the heroes 
altered by a few touches •••• Through the grin and frown the 
original features are still perceptible.lO 
If, however, "Dryden \-las unable to render his plays interesting by 
means of that which is the peculiar and appropriate eJ{cellence of the 
drama," i. e . , "the truth of character," he covered his faults by his 
diction and versification. Although the rhyme is unnatural and the 
rhetoric bombastic, at least "it must be allowed that the '-1orst even 
of the rhyming tragedies contains good description and magnificent 
rhetoric."11 
In the matter of the heroic plays James Russell Lowell parallels 
the views of Macaulay, in spite of the fact that in general, quite un-
like Macaulay, he is one of Dryden's most sympathetic and appreciative 
critics in the Victorian period. But he very well represents both the 
continuation of a critical tradition that is in the main negative on 
the heroic plays, and at the same time he indicates the typical 




position just prior to the period under investigation. He finds at 
the heart of Dryden's failure in drama a lack of sincerity; Dryden 
wrote plays merely to make a living~ but "without earnest convictions, 
no great or sound literature is conceivable."l2 For this reason, then, 
Lowell decides that except in the case of All for Love, "there is no 
trace of real passion in any of his tragedies. This, indeed, is in-
evitable, for there are no characters, but only personages, in any 
13 
except that . " Lacking sincerity, which Lowell sees apparently as 
the source of "real passion" and genuine characters alike, the serious 
plays offer merely isolated and fragmented "beauties" which blossom 
out of the dramatic context. "Bad though they nearly all are as wholes, 
his plays contain passages which only the great masters have surpassed, 
and to the level of which no subsequent writer for the stage has ever 
risen."14 
John Churton Collins, writing in 1878, reflects very much the 
same attitudes. He sees the heroic plays as the portrayal of a 
fantastically unreal world that has no relation to human experience 
and that is populated by stock characters that have no truth to life.l5 
12"Dryden," Among My Books (Boston, 1895), p. 7. 
13Page 57. 
14Page 10. Notice as well his observati on that "in all the rhymed 
plays there are many passages which one is rather inclined to like than 
sure he would be right in liking them" (p. 60). 
lS"Dryden," Essays and Studies (London, 1895), pp. 26-27. 
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Yet, like Lowell, Scott, and Johnson, Collins repudiates the dramas 
except for certain virtues which may be abstracted in isolation from 
the context. ''\'lorthless and absurd as these plays are from a dramatic 
point of vie~v, as compositions they have often distinguished merit," 
particularly, effectively versified moralization and brilliant "rhymed 
argumentative dialogue."16 This last point gives a hint of the real 
worth of the heroic plays to Dryden as an artis t: "If the plays add 
nothing to Dryden's reputation, it was in their composition that he 
trained, developed, and matured the powers which enabled him to produce, 
with a rapidity so wonderful, the masterpieces on which his fame 
rests."17 
Richard Garnett, whose remarks come (in 1895) after Saintsbury's 
mixed praise and blame of the heroic plays in his biography of Dryden, 
but before the publication of the Selected Dramas , finds some merit 
in the heroic couplet of the plays ("the strongest of all his strong 
points") but objects to the unreality of the heroic dramas, ~vhich 
makes for unintentional absurdity ("the worst offence of The Conquest 
of Granada, after all, is not its bombast, but its bathos") •18 
17 Page 29. 
18 
The Age of Dryden (London, 1895), pp. 76, 85. 
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The discussion of the rhymed tragedies in Miss Margaret Sher-
wood's study of Dryden's Dramatic Theory and Practice (1898) continues 
the negative tradition, unmitigated by even qualified praise. She 
sees these dramas as "almost a caricature of the French," and asserts 
that "a close study" of them "shows that, strictly speaking, they 
contain no ruling idea working its r.·ray out through character into 
action . "19 In fact, to cite a nearly totally condemnatory passage, 
Miss Sheniood's interest in the plays is strictly academic; she is 
careful to give no hint of approval: 
But criticism of Dryden's 
sense they are not drama. 
bring struggle into. life. 
they are also without the 
finds in French plays . 20 
heroic plays is almost too easy. In strict 
They lack insight into the tragic forces that 
Without motif to bind the action together, 
unity of clever dramatic structure that one 
George Saintsbury's attempt to reconsider, if not revive, the 
heroic drama does not rest on a radically different approach to the 
plays so much as a more sympathetic attitude applied to values that 
are as old as Dr . Johnson. Certain of the plays, such as The Indian 
Emperor , Tyrannick Love , and The Conquest of Granada come off with 
him as "very well worth reading," in spite of obvious faults, 
19 (Boston, 1898), pp . 65, 61. 
20page 80. 
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including their conventional artificiality, their tendency to bombast 
and rant, the thin characterization, and the ridiculous "machinery"; 
indeed, "it is not impossible to gulp the sense of the ludicrous and 
pursue the tempestuous petticoat vlorship and roistering declamation. 
And there are passages where no gulp is necessary."21 He even ventures 
to suggest that some of these plays might succeed on the stage after 
a little preliminary laughter on the part of the audience. 
With the exception of Aureng-Zebe , for which he reserves his high-
est praise for a play of its kind , Saintsbury also values aspects of 
Dryden's dramas abstracted from their dramatic settings, thus denying 
at least by implication their artistic integrity. This judgment is 
apparent in the approval he bestows on Dryden's "craftsmanship" as a 
distinct quality in the plays, and on "its results in good literature, 
which almost every play, and in some plays almost every page, contains."22 
"Good literature" evidently means merely passages valued for their 
sententiousness, for their application t o life, a special kind of poetry 
that has nothing to do with the plays in which they are found . Thus, 
"any one who reads them will find fillings for a bulky commonplace book 
in the shape of passages instinct with criticism of life itself, charged 
with weighty sense, pointed with keen wit and polished phrase, and driven 
21
"I ntroduction," Selected Plays of Dryden (London, 119041/), 
pp . ix-x. 
22page xviii. 
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home by the most astonishing force of intellect."23 
The critical remarks of W. J. Courthope on the heroic play to be 
found in his History of English Poetry (1903) are not especially acute. 
He sees these plays as the result of the impact of the Restoration 
ethos on the English romantic drama, so that "the principle of romantic 
action conceived by Marlowe" is somehow merged with "the epigrammatic 
mode of expression employed by Corneille," so that although Almanzor 
reminds us of Tamburlaine, "when ••. we look below the surface of 
Dryden's .•• plays, we see that they are nearer in spirit to the 
French manner than to the English."24 Courthope never makes it clear 
just how the Elizabethan tradition (if that is what he means by 
"romantic" in this context) merges with the French; the explanation is 
in general terms and amounts to a contradiction. He makes a radical 
dichotomy bettveen Dryden ' s "style" and "thought" that is neither 
illuminating nor complimentary to Dryden. Thus, "considered apart 
from his thought, his verse never fails to charm us by its strength, 
clearness, and harmony," while the "thought" represented in the 
rhetorical flights of Almanzor or the closing scene of Aureng-Zebe 
is "ridiculous" and "absurd."25 
23Page xviii. 
24"John Dryden and the Romantic Drama after the Restoration," 
History of English Poetry, IV (London, 1903), 404. 
25Page 410. 
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Lewis N. Chase published his Columbia dissertation The English 
Heroic Play also in 1903 . One of the earliest book-length investi-
gations of the type, it is concerned mainly with defining and describ-
ing it than with giving a history of its development or an investigation 
of its sources. The rather mechanical nature of his approach (chapters 
on plot, characters, "sentiment," and "general traits") indicates the 
limitations of his critical method. There are frequent references 
to and illustrations from Dryden, of course, but few are explicitly 
evaluative . 
In general Chase emphasizes the merely mechanical relation between 
plot and character, the stereotyped, superhuman characterization which 
tends to absurdity, and, growing out of all this, the extravagant 
language that makes for bombast and rant . 26 His remarks on "sentiment," 
or thematic material, are sometimes perceptive and just as .often wrong-
headed . He stresses the all-pervasiveness of love in the heroic play, 
pointing out that "it nullifies all ot her ideals in the lover and 
makes him its absolute slave," while on the companion stock epithet 
"honor" he distinguishes the quality from chivalric honor, noting how 
it frequently reduces to simple chastity in the heroines and valor in 
the heroes . 27 Yet, in other instances, Chase simply cites the speeches 
26Pages 40-41, 55££., 109~110 . 
27Pages 117, 123- 124. 
of characters to show, for example, "how thoroughly anti-democratic 
the sentiment of the heroic drama is," or that it reflects a pessi-
mistic attitude toward life--without taking into account in either 
instance the dramatic nature of these speeches. 28 Chase ' s personal 
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opinion about the heroic drama is not very high. He considers it to 
be "a violent, distorted, and hollow echo of a dead ideal; in its 
nature it is not only removed from everyday life (which would perhaps 
not matter), but in its own peculiar sphere it is not adequately tangible 
and does not make for conviction. This, in itself, exposes it to 
derision."29 
The discussion of the heroic drama by Louis Charlanne in 
L'Influence fraqsaise en Angleterre au XVIIe si~cle (1906) is a stereo-
typed combination of enumeration of faults mixed with minor praise. 
Charlanne especially deplores the extravagance of these plays: "d'abord 
l'extravagance et l ' emphase, extravagance dans la pens6e, extravagance 
dans l'expression."30 His severe treatment of Dryden's stereotyped and 
/ inflated characters, "grandiloquents et hors nature, par consequent 
invraisemblables, ••. aussi terriblement uniformes,"31 is an extension 
28pages 138, 177-180. 
29Pages 166-167. 
30(Paris, 1906), p. 197. 
31Page 201. 
of this judgment into the area of characterization. He enumerates 
other faults as well: long and complicated plots, misrepresentation 
of history, and artificiality of style ("dans l'emploi si fr~quent 
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de l'antith~se, dans ce parallelisme d 1 expression").32 After all this 
his enthusiasm for certain scenes and passages in terms of dazzlement 
and splendor counts for little: "il y a, dans 1 1Empereur indien, comme 
dans l'Amour. tyrannique et la Conqu~te de Grenade , des passages 
~tincelants, quelquesuns de ces eclairs de genie--h~las:--qui nous 
~blouissent . " 33 
One evidence of a new interest in the· heroic play is the flurry 
of articles devoted to the question of its sources and influences . In 
the period under discussion a general pattern emerges: the old idea 
of Scott that these plays were produced under the influence of the 
Frenchified tastes of the merry monarch and his retinue gives way to 
studies that seek its origins on native soil. Then, the French origins 
are reasserted, though often in a modified form, which either acknowledges 
sources for plots, characters, and incidents without claiming a dominant 
influence, or which makes a case for the impact of the French romance, 
or both. But in this stage, and in subsequent discussions of native 
sources and influences, all but the special pleaders move in the di-




the distinction between a source and a genuine influence. Because; 
however, so little of critical ·interest emerges from these discussions, 
I shall rather rigorously abstract the conclusions of the documents in 
this discussion, thus merely indicating the trends and testifying to 
this sort of interest in Dryden ' s heroic dramas . 34 
The case for English origins begins around the turn of the century. 
C. G. Child in 1904 wrote an article investigating the English origins 
and stressing D'Avenant ' s Siege of Rhodes as an ancestor of the heroic 
plays. "The forced, strained, romantically enthusiastic spirit of the 
sentiment and diction is precisely that which appears in Dryden," argues 
Child. 35 In 1905 James W. Tupper entered the arena, finding in the 
romantic plays of Beaumont and Fletcher similarities of plot and situation 
and parallels between the stock characters of the early and later plays.36 
Tupper's investigation, however, does not ignore differences between the 
two kinds of plays, stressing as it does the wider range of emotion in 
Beaumont and Fletcher than may be found in the love and valor of the 
heroic dramas.37 Felix E. Schelling , writing in 1908, agrees with 
34For a more detailed discussion of this topic see Charles E. Ward, 
"Dryden's Drama, 1662-1677: A Study in the Native Traditi on," unpubl. 
diss . (Duke University, 1934), pp . 2-47 . A more recent and ready-to-hand 
(but less thorough) treatment may be found in the third (1952) edition of 
Allardyce Nicoll ' s History of Restoration Drama. 
35
"The Rise of the Heroic Play," MLN, XIX (June, 1904), 167. 
36"The Relation of the Heroic Play to the Romances of Beaumont and 
Fletcher," PMLA, XX (1905), 588-615 . 
37Page 586 . 
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Tupper in stressing Fletcherian romantic plays as the main source of 
Restoration heroic drama, although he does not deal very closely with 
Dryden's plays. Although he acknowledges as well French influences, 
particularly the French heroic romance and the cult of preciosity, he 
argues that the heroic play derives from Fletcher "its personages of 
exalted rank, its antique scene in a land exotic if not indeterminate 
geographically, with its pseudo-historical background of war, conflict, 
and intrigue," and its rhetorical tendencies. 38 And yet, he sees a 
difference, one that reflects on the later plays. "The hero of romantic 
drama is the hero passionate. In the new heroic play, in place of 
action of the old and the passion of romance, we have heightened senti-
ment; in place of event or character, analysis of conduct; in place of 
the hyperbole of poetry, too often inflated rhetoric. Exaggeration 
here leads not to the dilation of the supernatural, but to the humanly 
extraordinary and the amazing."39 And Ashley Thorndike, writing in 
the same year, gives some place to French influence but decides that in 
the final analysis "the Restora t ion drama inherited far more from the 
Elizabethan than it imported from France" and that "the French influence 
on tragedy .•• was less a matter of models than of rules and theory. "40 
38Elizabethan Drama, 1558-1642, II (Boston and New York, 1908), 
350-351. 
39Page 349. 
40Tragedy (Boston, 1908), pp. 243, 247-248. 
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In our brief sketch of articles and chapters devoted to the 
question of the origin of the heroic play we shall suspend our chrono-
logical order in order to trace this topic on through the next few 
decades, when interest in the question finally began to subside. Then 
we shall return to 1910 in our discussion of questions that have more 
direct bearing on the reputation. 
Herbert W. Hill takes up the cudgels in 1910 to assert the in-
fluence of the French heroic romance, particularly D'Urfe's Astr~e, 
Gomberville's Polexandre , and, more important still, the romances of 
Mlle. Scud~ry and La Calpren€de.41 Mr . Hill deals in a rather 
mechanical way with common stock characters and plot borrowings in 
his case for the influence of La Calpren~de 's Cassandra and his Cleopatra 
on the heroic play in general, and on Dryden's Indian Queen and Indian 
Emperor and, more extensively, on his Conquest of Granada. 42 
When Allardyce Nicoll turned his attention in 1920 to the heroic 
drama, he found the scholarship on the question of origins and influences 
in a bad way.43 After insisting that rhyme is not an essential ingred-
. 
44 h h . fl ~ent, e turns to sort out t e ~n uences. From Marlowe came the 
4l"La Calprenede's Romances and the Restoration Drama," University 
of Nevada Studies , II, No. 3 (October 1, 1910), 1. 
42Pages 57-65. 
43




emotion of the heroic drama; from Fletcher, as Tupper pointed out, came 
the themes of love and honor, and from Corneille and Racine came the 
bombast, and from Italian opera or its English derivative came "many an 
exaggerated sentiment . "45 Nicoll credits D'Avenant with being "the 
chief channel through which these streams of influence descended," but 
calls his dramas heroic operas.46 He further distinguishes two basic 
types of the heroic play, the first best represented by the work of 
Orrery, whose plays are calmer and more historical, though clearly 
heroical and filled with scenes of violent-love; the second school best 
represented by Dryden and characterized by an even more all-consuming 
passion--"a love that 1ha§_/ wrapped all in its control, and lost itself 
in ridiculous similes and nonsensical reasonings."47 Nicoll's comments 
on Dryden's plays emphasize as well their multiplicity of action and 
characters, their greater violence, "situations of horror, murder, 
torture, and blood" (which he sees as native in derivation).48 He 
stresses the unreality of the heroic play, seeing in this the expression 
of a "desire for escape from reality" produced by a reaction to the 
triviality and sensuality of the unheroic Restoration ethos . 
45Pages 327-328. 




In the next year (1921) Mervin L. Poston took the field to claim 
that "a certain definite French influence is incontestable," but he 
makes his point in part by knocking down a straw man in the form of an 
assertion that "it is generally recognized by competent critics that 
the post-Restoration drama simply continues and develops the habits of 
the Caroline drama."49 Even allowing for the fact that his article 
was probably submitted before Nicoll's was published, Mr . Poston would 
be accurate only if he claimed that the dominant trend was on native 
influences . 
In 1925 F. W. Payne published an article arguing that the first 
heroic plays are those of Orrery, without considering prior sources.50 
W. S . Clark, however, published an article in 1928 reasserting the 
French influence in the face of recent tendencies to locate the origins 
of the heroic drama in the earlier English tradition. He sees the French 
influence coming in the form of imitation of the use of rhyme in tragedy 
by Orre~y, while the historical themes, the character types, the plots, 
and the sentiment all come mainly from the French heroic romance . 51 
The bombastic language, which Clark does not consider an "original 
characteristic of the species," comes later, partly deriving from Dryden's 
49"The Origin of the English Heroic Play," MLR, XVI (January; 
1921)' 18. 
SO"The Question of the Precedence between Dryden and Orrery with 
Regard to the English Heroic P1ay," RES , I (April, 1925), 173-181. 
51Page 62. 
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critical theorizing on the relation of the heroic play to the heroic 
poem.52 To H. w. Hill's study of the parallets between the plots of 
some of Dryden's plays and the Cassandra and Cleopatra of La Calprenede, 
which is the scholarly basis for much of the claim for an influence 
of the French heroic romance, Clark adds a study of parallels in type 
characters between The Indian Queen and Gomberville's Polexandre. 
Thus, according to his view, Almanzar is of French ancestry, though 
Dr yden went to some lengths in the essay "Of Heroic Plays" to claim 
that his originals were to be found in Homer and Tasso.53 
Miss Kathleen M. Lynch challenged Clark in 1929, claiming that 
although he shows where Dryden got some of his plots, he does not 
account for the dramatic structure of the heroic plays, nor allow 
enough for the forces of the native tradition, which starts back with 
the heroic note in Marlowe and comes down through Beaumont and Fletcher, 
and finally to the pre-Restoration Platonic dramatists, D'Avenant, 
Carlell, Cartwright, Suckling, and Thomas Killigrew. 54 Her discussion 
of Platonic conventions of behavior and language turns out to be more 
pertinent to the plays of the Earl of Orrery than to those of Dryden, 
where the less Platonic heroes chafe under the servitude to love and 
52Pages 60-62. 
53Pages 56-58 . 
54"The Conventions of Platonic Drama in the Heroic Plays of Orrery 
and Dryden," PMLA , XLIV (June, 1929), 458-471. 
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"speak out not infrequently in the natural language of passion."55 
The response elicited from Mr. Clark produced some concessions to 
Miss Lynch, tending in the direction of a theory of multiple influences, 
with the heroic romances still dominating . 56 Miss Lynch, in her re-
buttal, however, does not back up, but her sweeping claims about the 
dominance of the Platonic elements do not stand up even to her own 
qualifications on Dryden's heroic plays . 
Miss Dorothy Burrows 1 unpublished dissertation, "The Relation of 
Dryden ' s Serious Plays and Dramatic Criticism to Contemporary French 
Literature" (1933), reconsiders the French influence . She thinks that 
"both the dramatic and critical phase of French classicism reached the 
climax of their influence on Dryden's thinking at about the same time, 
roughly to be set at the production of Troilus and Cressida . "57 She 
argues for a rather strong influence from the heroic romances: "many 
of the plot materials and practically all the characterization" come 
from the romances, as do "the theme of love and honor, the conunon 
atmosphere of exaggerated sentiment and the tendency towards amorous 
55Page 470. 
56~-lilliam S . Clark, "The Platonic Element in the Restoration Heroic 
Play," PMLA , XLV (June, 1930), 623-624 . Miss Lynch rejoins pp . 625-626. 
Clark returns to the fray in 1932 with an article that treats the plays 
as the expression of "heroic virtue," an ideal of personality and con-
duct associated with the figures of heroic poems . See "The Definition 
of the 'Heroic Play' in the Restoration Period," RES, VIII (October, 
1932), 437-438. 
57(University of Illinois , 1933), p . 297. 
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philosophizing. "58 The differences between the heroes of Dryden and 
those of the French romance result from his "attempt to combine the 
character of Artaban or Artamene certain qualities of the hero of 
classical epic."59 In her investigation of the extent of the influence 
of the French drama, Miss Burrows is not so positive in her conclusions. 
She thinks that "Dryden seems to have tried to adopt certain ide.as, con-
ceptions of character and technical procedures from Corneille" but he 
fails to carry over Corneille's themes or his moral spirit. 60 The in-
fluence of Racine, on the other hand, begins as the heroic note starts 
to fade out of Dryden's serious plays, that is, with Aureng-Zebe . 61 In 
making her case, Miss Burrows leaves adequate room for an eclectic 
account of the total influences, with an emphasis on the heroic romances. 
The strongest and most carefully detailed argument for native in-
fluences on the heroic tragedies comes from Charles E. Ward's disser-
tation "Dryden's Drama, 1662-1667: A Study in the Na.tive Tradition" 
(1934), which is preceded by an excellent survey of the scholarship on 
the question of sources and influences and then a sane discussion of 






and tenable. 62 Ward makes his case by careful study of the plays in 
terms of the conventional elements descending to the Restoration from 
the Elizabethan stage tradition, including vigorous action, violence 
portrayed on stage, little concern for historicity, a tradition of a 
magnificent hero, a dominant love interest, sensationalism, complexity 
of action, and a lack of conformity to the dramatic "rules . "63 \-lard 
insists that wha tever may be Dryden's sources for incidents, plots, or 
characters, his dramas are constructed in the native tradition and 
hence not strongly influenced by continental fashions. 
Also in direct contradiction to Miss Burrows' thesis is that of 
Alfred Harbage, who, in his book on the Cavalier drama (1936), argues 
that the main influence on Dryden's heroic plays is the drama by the 
writers of Cavalier lyrics, plays which are lacking in literary merit 
but which contain strong hetoic tendencies . 64 Citing common themes 
and character types, he claims that the parallels are not merely in-
cidental, but extend to the mode of treatment and the tone: "many 
Cavalier heroes can match Dryden's, rant for rant."65 What Dryden 
did with this heritage, then, was to vitalize a minor native tradition: 
he "created brave spectacles, lavished attention upon technique, and 
lent aesthetic distance to material sorely in need of it . "66 
62(Duke University, 1934), pp . 2-47 . 
63pages 69-97 . 
64Cavalier Drama. An Historical and Critical Supplement to the 
Study of the Elizabethan and Restoration Stage (New York, 1936), pp . 1-3 . 
65Pages 55-58 . 
66Page 258 . 
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A. E. Parsons, in an article entitled simply "The English Heroic 
Play" (1938), argues that ''the three heroic kinds _{t'he English heroic 
play, the heroic poem, and the heroic romanc~/ were produced by the 
shaping of romantic material to the epic pattern; that this imposition 
of epic form was practised according to a definite plan, and in con-
formity with the doctrine, first formulated by Scaliger, ti'la't the epic 
is the norm or standard according to which all other kinds of poetry 
should be regulated . "67 Parsons traces the rules of Tasso in relation 
to the concept of a virtuous hero and to an emphasis on qhivalrous 
love, describing the heroic play as the result of the application of 
these principles to the drama, a process which he sees beginning in 
England before the closing of the theaters with plays like Carlell's 
Arviragus and Philicia and D'Avenant's Love and Honour . 68 He finds, 
however, that Dryden's plays do not fit his description strictly, so 
that other influences are at work by the time he begins his dramatic 
. 69 
exper1.ments. 
With this article we leave the topic of sources and influences, 
although other critics and dramatic historians will have something to 
say on the topic in the course of their more critical remarks . The 
spate of articles on the question seems to have run out by the end of 




the 1930's. We return, then, to criticism of the heroic plays of Dry-
den at the start of the second decade of this century. 
The appreciative essay on "Dryden as Dramatist" prefixed by George 
R. Noyes to his Selected Dramas of Dryden (1910) is very much in the 
spirit of Saintsbury's remarks in his anthology of the plays. Like 
Saintsbury, he deplores the neglect of Dryden's plays and finds in one 
of the heroic dramas, The Conquest of Granada, passages of "true poetry 
and true feeling, beauty obscured by gaudy tinsel, but beauty stil1."70 
What inhibits him from greater enthusiasm, however, is that he feels 
that "in the first requisite of a great dramatist as distinguished from 
a successful playwright, the ability to create living men and women, 
Dryden was fatally deficient."71 Thus, he fails to see these plays as 
tragedies "in any true sense of the term." Rather, "they are really 
narrative poems," he suggests, "of the artificial epic sort, cast in 
the form of dialogue. No true dramatic conflict is to be found in 
them. The plot has no organic relation with the characters; its de-
velopment is only a series of accidental happenings."72 Noyes doubts, 
in the final analysis, that the heroic tragedies have any appeal for 
70selected Dramas of Dryden with the Rehearsal (Chicago and New 
York, 1910), p. ix. 
7lpage liii. 
72P age xxvii. 
modern readers; they "require for their appreciation to""d!;ly •.• an 
abnegation of our ordinary modes of thought."73 
A. W. Ward, in his material on Dryden's plays in the Cambr idge 
History of English Literature (1912), partly because he limits the 
term "heroic play" to dramas employing the rhymed couplet, credits 
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Dryden with at least the historical importance of having completely 
dominated the vogue of these plays . 74 Yet Ward takes a dim view of the 
plays, as his disparagement of its stock characters, sentiments, and 
situations as well as his disapproval of the use of the couplet in 
drama, a practice which, as he sees it, makes dialogue didactic rather 
than dramatic and which impedes the dramatic illusion because of its 
artificiality.75 Like many of the other Victorian critics, Ward con-
siders Dryden's dramatic work important mainly because it provided 
him an opportunity to purify his style, render his diction precise, 
learn the art of versification, and develop the keen edge of the heroic 
couplet for better use in satire.76 
73page xxx. It is interesting to note that forty years later, 
Noyes has not changed his negative views, dismissing the heroic dramas 
with the remark that they "offend our twentieth-century taste by their 
bombast and artificiality; in their own time they pleased audiences 
French enough to relish artificial gallantry, English enough to love 
sound and fury." See The Poetical Works of Dryden , rev. ed. (Boston, 
1950), p. XXV. 
74vol. VIII (New York, 1939), 24 . On the question of influence 
Ward is an eclectic, citing the King's French taste and the influence 
of the older English Drama, and the French romances (pp. 14-17). 
75pages 21, 25. 
76Page 36. 
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George H. Nettleton's emphasis on the influence of French romance 
on the heroic plays is used to Dryden's disadvantage, for Nettleton 
sees a debasement of the romance materials in the hands of the heroic 
dramatists . "The grand manner of French heroic romance was distorted 
rather than copied;, its themes handled grossly . Honour ,.,as put to the 
proof of sensational and impossible advent ure, and love exploded in a 
torrent of rhetoric . " 77 Nettleton's weak apology for the failure of 
the heroic drama has provided its negative critics with one of their 
favorite quotations: "its reach exceeded its grasp, but the effort 
was not ignoble. Dramatists aimed at the grand, and hit the grand-
iloquent . "7S 
Mark Van Doren's famous study of Dryden's poetry (1920) omits by 
definition of the topic a discussion of the plays. Perhaps -one should 
not infer too much from this limitation of his subject, but the various 
references to the heroic plays in Van Doren's book are frequently dis-
paraging . He reiterates the old charges of rant, citing passages from 
the heroic drama in his chapter on "False Lights" under a discussion 
of Dryden's failure to sound the depths of human passion in his poetry . 
His judgment that these attempts "can rarely be placed to his credit" 
77English Drama of the Restoration and Eighteenth Century (1642-
1780) (New York, 1914), p. 58 . 
78Page 69 . 
is scarcely helped by the concession that the heroic plays ''in some 
measure were licensed to rave." 79 Van Doren also gives further 
currency to the old idea that the chief value of the plays is that 
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they afforded Dryden superb practice in couplet verse, "for it was in 
them that he became fully aware of the energy which is latent in the 
heroic couplet, and it was in them that he cut the rhythmical pattern 
which was to serve him during the remainder of his career."80 The 
fact that this judgment appears in the chapter on "The True Fire" 
shows that Van Doren considers the dramas to be the least valuable of 
Dryden's literary productions. The negative implications, however, 
are somewhat alleviated not by critical discussion, but by brief 
appreciative remarks such as the much-admired observation, "The Indian 
Emperor must have sounded suddenly and loudly like a gong."81 
The year 1923 saw the appearance of three books pertinent to the 
reputation of the heroic play: Nicoll's volt.nne on the Restoration 
drama, B. J . Pendlebury's Dryden's Heroic Plays, A Study of the Ori-
gins , and William Archer's The Old Drama and the New. Nicoll, in this 
79cited from the 3rd edition, John Dryden, A Study of His Poetry 
(New York, 1946), pp. 38-39. 
80Page 85. In his dissertation "The Aesthetic Function of Rime 
in Dryden's Verse" (University of Michigan, 1953), Giles M. Sinclair 
discusses the rhyme in the couple't tragedies in an excellent study of 
the development of the functional use of rhyme words that give detailed 
critical support to Van Doren's rather commonplace observation. See 
pp. 87-110. 
81 Page 86. 
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fuller study, elaborates his idea that the heroic play is escape 
literature, in an ingenious attempt to explain how the same age could 
produce both dissolute comedy and heroic tragedy. Since the comedy of 
the Restoration mirrors "the gay immoral aristocratic life of the age," 
and since the tragedy of the period is not nourished by an age of 
heroism and romance iike the Elizabethan age, a wide cleavage is 
created between comedy and tragedy: 
By the time of the Restoration this cleavage was complete. The audiences 
were no longer noble in temper, and consequently the heroic tragedy, re-
moved a further stage from the actual, may be regarded as the true child 
of the enervation that had come over England. The age was debilitated: 
it was distinctly unheroic: and yet it was not so cynical as to throw 
over entirely the inculcation of heroism. To present, however, heroism 
in real-life plays would have raised too sharp a distinction between 
what was and what might have been, and accordingly in the heroic tragedy 
heroism is cast out of the world altogether and carried to an Eastern 
or antique realm of exaggerated emotions, mythical and hopelessly ideal. 
The heroic play is like a Tale of a Land of No-where. We are interested 
in that land, but we do not hope ever to enter therein. The persons 
who move and speak there are not our equals, nor do they even draw the 
same breath as we do. Drake might have felt more than a little of 
himself in Tamburlaine, in Othello: Rochester could never dream that he 
was Almanzor or Charles that he was Uaximin. 82 
In his consideration of the question of Elizabethan versus foreign 
influences on the heroic play, Nicoll continues in the same general 
eclectic vein of the article of three years previous, explaining the 
matter "by a three-fold formula--Elizabethan substratum, the spirit of 
the age and foreign influence. "83 He amplifies his discussion of French 




influences to take into account both the heroic romances and the French 
drama, particularly that of Racine, "who definitely established the 
heroic atmosphere on the French stage . "84 Although he finds it hard to 
"disentangle the separate threads of influence," he decides that the 
same tendencies were part of a general European movement that had taken 
seed on native soil, modi~ying the native traditions . 85 His discussion 
of the plays, as in the earlier artic le, centers on the stock characters 
and inflated diction that distinguish them from the drama of the Eliza-
bethans . 
B. J. Pendlebury's book is devoted exclusively to the heroic 'plays, 
coming just twenty years after L. N. Chase's book on the same subject 
and seeking to supplement its inadequacy and incompleteness . Whereas 
Chase had attempted to define the heroic play as a type without reference 
to its origins, Pendlebury seeks to explain it by relating it to the epic 
conception. He finds the heroic play to be not necessarily a rhymed 
tragedy, or even a tragedy, for it may be a serious play with a fortunate 
ending , but he sees it as "a special form of t ragedy, which, in spirit, 
is more closely related to the epic than to tragedy in its generally 
86 
accepted sense." Accordingly Pendlebury minimizes both native and 
84pages 85-87. 
85page 89. 
86Dryden's Heroic Plays , A Study of the Origins (London, 1923), 
pp . 1-2 . 
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French influences in an explanation of "Dryden's extravagance" that 
sees it as "not due to excess of freedom, but to a deliberate endeavor 
to raise the pitch of the drama above that of ordinary life, partly on 
account of a polite social instinct, but chiefly in accordance with a 
critical theory of the drama."87 He considers especially Italian 
Renaissance theory of the epic in his attempt to work out the lines of 
"the extraordinarily conscious manner in which he seems to have tried 
to concoct a type of drama by the deliberate selection and combination 
of various elements, according to his critical recipe."88 Pendlebury 
does not succeed, it seems to me, in making the ingredients in this 
"critical recipe" very clear, but he has worked out the broad lines of 
what could be a more fruitful study. 
That his aim is more historical than critical is evident not only 
in the fact that he does not seek to develop a new interpretation of 
the heroic play from his theory of its genesis, but also in his ob-
servation that previous critics have been adequate, so that "few 
beauties have been missed, and the lapse of more than two centuries 
makes it seem improbable that Dryden can have been seriously mis-
judged."89 He does, however, reject the timeworn tradition that considers 
87pages 3-8. He calls the French heroic romances "a form not 
descended from, but cognate \vith, the heroic poem" and says "it was 
undoubtedly regarded as a form of epic poetry" (p. 23). 
88Pages 9-10, 47, 70. 
89page 95. 
343 
the heroic plays "as only worthy of study on account of a few isolated 
passages of poetry. "90 Nor is his estimate of "Dryden's Dramatic 
Achievement" devoid of fresh insights, although it does not wander far 
from the main stream of critical opinion. Without challenging the 
notion that Dryden's plots and characters are mechanically related, he 
suggests the t the plots have ~received "less praise than they de si rve , " 
and that '~ryden certainly had the ability to invent an interesti ng 
story."91 Although he concedes that "his power of creating char1cter 
was slight," Pendlebury goes on to qualify this conventional judgment 
by pointing out that "Dr yden's heroes are ne'arly always consistent, and, 
if they are accepted as existing at all, might reasonably be expj cted 
to behave as they do. "92 On the other hand, if he considers cerrin 
passages "magnificent as rhetoric," he is just as quick to point out 
I 
that they are usually undramatic , thus qualifying his praise of '~the 
brilliance of the versification and the dexterity of intellectuaL 
manoeuver" which he finds in them. 93 Similarly, his regard for 9ryden's 
"incomparably skilful" versification i s undermined by his observation 
that "heroic verse is eminently suitable for gnomic passages, for 
90Page 95 . 
91Page 100-102 . 
92Page 102 . 
93page ll8. 
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argument in verse, for stichomythia, and for the 'three-piled hyperboles' 
of rant," but for these very reasons it is an obstacle "to the attain-
ment of the end of tragedy."94 And finally, although Pendlebury is 
willing to go further than most previous critics in accepting the arti-
ficiality of the heroic drama, he finds Dryden's "craftsmanship" spent 
in the creation of a representation which is "far from complete," "full 
of sound and fury," the significance of which is, if not nothing, 
"merely fragmentary."95 
Pendlebury's study of Dryden's heroic plays, then, is important 
not merely because it is an investigation of a neglected topic, but be-
cause it treats the plays more sympathetically than most previous dis-
cussions, and because (although there are numerous generalizations 
unsupported by analysis or even example) Pendlebury turns his judgment 
loose on the cliches of the criticism of the heroic drama. In the final 
analysis, however, no one could claim that he has radically altered the 
critical tradition. For all his interest in the heroic play, Pendle-
bury finds it necessary in the same breath to praise aspects of Dryden's 
"craftsmanship" only to deny him a place as a creative dramatist. And 
when Dryden moves from the rhymed tragedies on toward the tradition of 
94pages 122-124. 
95 Pages 104-105. 
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Shakespeare, his view seems to be that the dramatist has merely out-
grown a stage. 96 
The third consideration of the heroic play to appear in 1923, 
Archer's thesis on The Old Drama and the New , need not concern us very 
long . A crotchety repudiation of the whole tradition of English drama 
before modern times, based on a naive progressivism and dedicated to 
the assumptions behind the realistic drama, Archer's book gives short 
shrift to the heroic plays . He sweeps aside in a single sentence 
three centuries of dramatic tradition: "the truth is that a just in-
stinct has told us that the great mass of Elizabethan, Restoration, 
and eighteenth-century plays have nothing to say to modern audiences, 
because they e~emplify primitive and transitional types of art, portray, 
with much exaggeration, gross and unpleasing manners, and call for forms 
of virtuosity in representations which are well-nigh extinct on the 
97 
modern stage." To a mind with views like this, of course, "the plays 
of Dryden • • • are absolutely dead, except for professed students and 
antiquarians . "98 Except for readers in these musty categories, the 
plays of the Restoration have been "relegated • • • to the lumber room."99 
96page 125. 
97The Old Drama and the New: An Essay in Revaluation (Boston, 1923), 
p . 19 . 
98Page 145 . 
99Page 145 . His only enthusiasm for the dramatic history of the 
period appears in connection with "the immense significance" of the reform 
which assigned female parts to woman actors instead of to boys (p . 143). 
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Few writers on the heroic play have been so sympathetic to its 
aims and its accomplishments as Bonamy Dobrle in his Restoration Tragedy 
(1929). His views on the sources of the heroic tragedy tend to minimize 
the influence of the French drama, without denying it altogether, and 
to reemphasize the native forces. 100 When he takes up non-literary in-
fluences on the heroic drama, Dobr~e hews close to the line marked by 
Allardyce Nicoll. He sees in the demand of the Restoration audience 
for "the fantastic ideas of valour, the absurd notions of dauntless, 
unquenchable love" a reflection of the desire of the age for dramatic 
objects fo~ admiration, particularly for valor, beauty and love.101 
This desire, he suggest, was fostered by the disillusionment caused by 
the "lamentably unepic" civil war, so that the age, which was "hungry 
for heroism" and which felt "itself baulked of it in real life" never-
theless "was happy to find it in art. rrl02 
Seizing on the introduction of the idea of "admiration" into the 
theory of tragedy as a symptom of the heroic mode, Dobr~e points out 
how the tragic effect is adulterated. "Terror is made impure by ad-
miration," he suggests, "and where the latter rules pity cannot hold 
its own. ,.l03 Worse yet, idealized love was exhibited not only as an 





object for admiration, but also "as the means for procuring pity: 
indeed, it is hardly going too far to say that the misfortunes of 
love alone were relied upon to gain this end," so that an all consum-
ing, overruling love became a necessary party of tragedy, undermining 
the very basis of tragedy.l04 The result is a species of tragedy, so 
called, in which "man's failure to control his pride or passion, a 
proper subject for tragedy," is "deftly turned to account in merely 
dazzling the imagination."lOS 
Dobr6e then turns to the critical ideas of the Restoration to cast 
new light on its peculiar sort of tragedy. He notes, however, that the 
plays are not merely a reflection of neoclassical critical theory; 
rather "the dramatists of that day were trying to express romantic 
ideas in a form specially evolved for the classical. • • • And what is 
curious about Restoration tragedy is, that however much it may conform 
to classical order, the passions expressed in it are nearly always the 
romantic passions: in it the limitations of human nature, one might 
almost say of nature, are disregarded, and even flouted."l06 He does 
I 
stress some influences of critical theory on the drama, however, 
particularly the concept of poetic justice, which often averts the 
tragic ending. "In Resto-x;ation tragedy we are ••• likely to see 
104pages 20-21. 
105Page 21. 
106 Pages 26-27. 
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triumph the little justice of little men. Virtue must be rewarded 
here and now. • • • The idea of poetic justice thus treated deprives 
tragedy of its element of exploration."l07 
One more difficulty with the heroic tragedy, according to Dobr~e, 
is that "the couplet in its extreme form will not do for the stage," 
especially for tragedy . l08 For all the concessions that he makes 
about Dryden's heroic couplet ("certainly there we never feel that 
rhyme is dictating to sense, or even that the sense is being hampered," 
or "each line has a reason for submitting to the form"), Dobr~e finds 
the couplet adapted better to rhetorical than dramatic purposes . l09 It 
is Dryden's blank verse, the poetic mould of the later tragedies, that 
Dobr'e really prefers; the couplet is valued only because "it did at 
lease stop the rot which had set in in the writing of blank verse" in 
seventeenth-century drama.110 
Dobr~e is one of the most sympathetic critics of Restoration 
tragedy, in spite of the reservations cited above, for he asks the 
reader to suspend his preconceptions and try the heroic play out on 
its own terms. Nevertheless, since his reservations apply most directly 
to the distinctively heroic tragedies, and since his praise is offered 
107Pages 29-39. 
108Page 47 . 
109page 49 . 
110Page 56. 
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most often in connection with the later, unrhymed tragedies of Dryden, 
we shall postpone our discussion of his appreciative remarks on ·~ryden 
and Artificial Tragedy" until we come to the section on the later plays, 
#' 
even though Dobree makes no such distinction. Admittedly, such a di-
vision does some violence to his treatment, for he considers the heroic 
plays "Restoration tragedy" just as much as the later plays, in which, 
by the same token, he also finds the heroic note. In his more recent 
little essay on Dryden (1956) he reveals the ambiguity of his pos ition 
on the heroic drama when he calls it "a glorious extravaganza written 
for a special audience" and suggests that "to enjoy it today ••• is 
perhaps to indulge in an acquired vice."111 To acquire the vice, 
apparently, one must abandon himself to the world of the heroic 
tragedies and "enter a world of absolute emotions"; for the reader who 
will try this experiment, "these dramas can give a piquantly flavoured 
pleasure, if only, and markedly with Dryden, from the sheer virtuosity 
of the performance, the flamboyance."112 
Cecil V. Deane's Dramatic Theory and the Rhymed Heroic Play (1931), 
is a scholarly inquiry .into the relationship between the plays and the 
"rules" of neo-classical drama. Mr. Deane is, of course, inevitably 
involved in the question of the various influences on the heroic plays, 
111 John Dryden (London, 1956), pp. 17-18. 
ll2Page 18. 
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literary, critical, and general. His desire is "to throw fresh light 
on the somewhat elusive process whereby the English genius almost always 
contrives to impose its native individuality on forms borrowed from 
abroad. "113 But he finds a number of "general European factors," under 
which he subsumes "the literary ideal," a term which refers to neo-
classical desire to reproduce the epic in various forms, and which 
(since they were considered prose epics) also incl.udes the French heroic 
romance; the "most important of the foreign influences," French class-
ical tragedy , which affects Orrery more than it does Dryden; and finally, · 
a general intellectual influence, the rationalism of the day·, which 
Deane feels influences the plays, so that, "in a sense, Drawcansir is 
theillegitimate offspring of Descartes. The peculiar forms which the 
idea of heroic valour, suffering, and sacrifice of love to honour took 
in the contemporary drama could only have been so popular among a 
society whose metaphysical notions favoured a rigid dualism of m~nd and 
matter (and thus a confidence in the superiority of mind over matter) 
. such as that propounded by Descartes . "ll4 Deane also sees a Cartesian 
influence in the ~tereotyped characters, the concepts of the relationship 
between love and honor, and the r el ative lack of metaphor . 115 In general, 
he tends to minimize specific English influences on the origins of the 
113(London, 1931), p . v. 
114pages 5-28. 
115Pages 29-35 . 
351 
play without denying certain tendencies, say, in the work of Beaumont 
and Fletcher that reinforce the European trend.ll6 Distinctively 
native, however, are such general characteristics as violence portrayed 
on the stage, frequent use of supernatural beings, and the inclusion of 
comic material. 117 
Deane traces three stages in the development of the heroic play in 
relation to critical theory: 
The first heroic plays are likely to be . those which show the impress of 
the French school of criticism most clearly. Next comes a period in 
which the plays are affected by French theory as interpreted and slight-
ly modified by the growing school of English criticism. Finally, as the 
latter reaches maturity and comparative independence, so the play widens 
its scope; it deals with less stereotyped situations and even seeks to 
appeal to emotions different from those usually evoked. The last phase 
more or less coincides with the return to. blank verse, i.e., from about 
1678 onwards.ll8 
Dryden's heroic plays obviously fall into the second category, while his 
later tragedies, which are outside the scope of Deane's inv.estigation, 
come in the third stage. In his discussion of Dryden's practice in re-
lation to critical theory, he emphasizes Dryden's "sustained hostility 
to French theory and practice" and his "vigorous and independent mind," 





between convention and independence for the sake of success; "his 
object in his plays was to bestow as individual a flavour as possible 
on the genre he had adopted."119 The total impression of Deane's study 
is that none of Dryden's heroic plays is bound by the rules, while only 
The Indian Queen really disregards them.120 
One of the important characteristics of Cecil Deane's book is his 
treatment of the heroic play as a genre different from tragedy alto-
gether, as distinguished from the approach, say, of Bonamy Dobr6e, who 
sees it as tragedy adulterated by the heroic. Such an approach as that 
taken by peane demands of the reader some exercise of the historical 
imagination in order to view it as Dryden apparently viewed it (and much 
as Pendlebury views it, though not so narrowly or exclusively) in the 
essay "On Heroic Plays." Otherwise, Deane warns the reader, "the heroic 
play is bound to appear to us somewhat as an inexplicable monstrosity, 
even when we have analyzed the type and accounted for the various ele-
ments of which it is composed."121 
It comes as no surprise, of course, to find that Harley Granville-
Barker is as adamant in the face of new interest in the heroic tragedy as 
he is to the revival of Restoration comedy. For this exponent of Eliza-





rather, "there was evolved the blend of violent action and exalted 
sentiment called (rather oddly) the heroic play," "a respectable effort 
to do the wrong thing, which lapsed into extravagance, impotence, and 
absurdity."l22 Instead of "passionate speech," the result is declamation, 
"effective speech imposed upon character."123 A certain amount of his 
hostility to the language of the heroic play, however, is due to his 
antipathy to ~hyme and a decided preference for blank verse, which he 
feels is much more suited "to express individual character and shades 
of emotion . "124 Interestingly, Granville-Barker considers that in 
Aureng-Zebe , in spite of the couplet and a mechanically contrived action , 
Dryden "had managed by sheer literary skill, to produce a kind of play 
with a certain integrity of its own , " though that skill is "undramatic, 
. d . 11125 even ant~- ramat~c. 
It is not necessary to regale the reader with every unrestrained 
enthusiasm of the Rev. Mr. Montague Summers concerning Dryden's heroic 
plays . One brief passage from the Introduction to his edition of Dry-
den's plays will suffice. "It was, of course, his very genius as a 
dramatist," Summers pontificates , "that manifested itself in Dryden's 
122"Wycherley and Dryden" j_"1.93}} , On Dramatic Method (New York, 
1956), pp . 119, 133-134. 
123Page 144. 
124pages 135, 139 . 
125Page 145. 
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masterly handling of his material, and his selection and juxtaposition 
of incident •••• He alchemized the me tal of the romances, and trans-
d h . dl . h' f' f ld 11126 mute t e~r en ess pages ~nto ~s ~ve acts o purest go • If 
a view like this is diametrically opposed to the main stream of criti-
cism of the heroic plays, the only critical basis that can be discerned 
for this dissent is the personal taste of Mr . Summers. The fefere1.1ce 
to "the romances," of course, is to the French heroic romances, which 
he sees as a basic source for the heroic plays . 127 
The bulk of T. s. Eliot's remarks on "John Dryden: the Dramatist" 
are germane to All for Love , but he comments as well on the heroic play. 
He takes his turn at the ques tion of sources and influences, noting that 
"no one still supposes that Dryden made his plays out of whole cloth on 
the French pattern," and suggesting that Dryden lacks "the ethos of 
either Corneille or Racine," the strongly moral tone of French tragedy, 
although Dryden does put in his plays "fine, if not very profound, 
moralising lf,assage~7, but that is notal all the same thing . "128 Rather, 
Mr. Eliot finds "the true antecedent of Dryden ••• in the plays of 
Beaumont and Fletcher. There is a similar exploitation of stage effect, 
the same dependence upon the strained situation for its immediate 
126Dryden: Dramatic Works , I (London, 1931), xlv . 
127see, for example, pages xl-xliv . 
l28John Dryden: The Poet , the Dramatist , the Critic (New York, 1932), 
p. 39. 
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dramatic effectiveness . "l29 
Mr. Eliot's rather dim view of the heroic play is of supreme im-
portance in assessing its reputation, because of his critical stature, 
and because of the role he has played in the rehabilitation of Dryden 
in other respects. He has no desire to do for the heroic tragedies 
what he has done to revive some of the later Elizabethan tragedies : 
We must call Dryden's plays "heroic drama" because we certainly cannot 
call them tragedy. Even though he kills people off at the end, and 
even though a dying queen raves in couplets better than one would con-
ceive it possible for rhymed couplets to rave, what Dryden has is not 
the sense of tragedy at all. Indeed, it is from one point of view 
ironic to call these plays even "heroic"; for though he does not in-
troduce the comic scene, some of his most effective passages are in a 
tone of witty satire, and are those in which the protagonists appear 
least heroic . For Dryden is an observer of human nature, rather than 
a creator . l30 
In the final analy~is, the chief value of Dryden's dramatic career 
amounts to a salutary influence on poetic drama--he killed off the 
decadent dramatic blank verse of the Jacobeans--and, as previous critics 
have observed , it gave Dryden an opportunity to strengthen his versifi-
cation for use in non-dramatic poetry , l31 "and lastly ••• it gave him 
the knowledge and the opportunity for some of his best critical 
129page 40 •. 
130Page 41. 
13lpages 42-44. Mr. Eliot, a few pages previous, however, makes an 
important and, I believe, unprecedented distinction between the satiric 
couplet and the dramatic couplet, in which Dryden "regularly relaxed the 
phrasing and made his lines run on as much as possible . " He admires both 
sorts of couplet; the heroic plays "would not have been such good plays as 
they are had they been written in blank vern" (p. 38) . 
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writing."132 If this final point seems bathetic, it must be seen in 
the context of Eliot's high regard for Dryden's importance in the 
history of literary criticism, and of his own respect for the "best 
critical writing" of any age. 
Thomas B. Stroup's 1933 dissertation on type-characters in 
Restoration tragedy is mainly a mechanical classification of various 
types which provides iterative documentation of the rather common ob-
servation that the characters in the heroic play tend to run to type. 
Little critical significance emerges from Stroup's laborious pigeon-
holing of characters into such categories as "Attendants, Attendant-
Confidants, Confidantes (Nurses, Social Equals, Maids in Waiting), 
Rabble, Guardians of Honor (Brothers, Fathers), Supernatural Beings 
(Ghosts, Spirits), Priests and Prophets (Benevolent Christian Priests, 
Philosophical Priests and Prophets, Conjurors)," and so on through 
nearly forty more categories and sub-categories.l33 He finds that 
"the heroic play (1) tended to push characters of little importance 
into the background, (2) to exclude all but noble people from the 
stage and to lift the nobles to almost superhuman heights, and (3) to 
balance one character against another, to form pairs."l34 
132Page 45. 
133"Type-Characters in the Serious Drama of the Restoration with 
Special Attention to the Plays of Davenant, Dryden, Lee, and Otway," 
unpubl. diss. (University of North Caroline, 1933), pp . 1-2. The Uni-
versity of Kentucky in 1956 made this work available on microcards; see 
Kentucky Microcards, Modern Language Series, Series A, No. 4. 
134Pages 409-410. A few years later Stroup published an article 
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In 1933 there also appeared a rather rambling review of Summers' 
edition of the plays in which the reviewer, Mario Praz, skewers Mr. 
Summers and thrusts at the heroic play as he goes along. Praz con-
demns the "scenographical outlook" in Dryden's dramas, by which he 
apparently means contrasting and pairing characters and the mechanical 
psychology which results in figures that are merely personified emotions, 
"as if the characters were playing at a game of cards named after the 
contents of the human soul," such as Love, Honour, Constancy, and Duty. 135 
Two studies of the ideal reflected and ,employed in Dryden's plays 
appeared within a year of each other: Louis Teeter's article on "The 
Dramatic Use of Hobbes' Political Ideas" (1936), and Mildred E. 
Hartsock's dissertation, ''Dryden's Plays: A Study in Ideas," which was 
submitted under a slightly different title as a dissertation at the 
University of Cincinnati in 1935 and then was published with slight 
revisions in a collection of articles in 1937. 136 Mr. Teeter's remarks 
are tempered by a sensible awareness of the dramatic nature of the 
material with which he is working; he does not, ' like Miss Hartsock, 
attempt to identify the characters with the dramatist. In fact, he 
does just the opposite, pointing out that most of the Hobbist doctrine 
taking issue with an incidental statement in C. V. Deane's book that 
Dryden used supernatural characters merely for their spectacular appeal, 
without regard for functional purposes. See "Supernatural Beings in 
Restoration Drama," Anglia LXI (1937), 186-192. 
135"Restoration Drama," English Studies, XV (Feb., 1933), 2-4. 
136Both of these studies have been considered above in the chapter 
on biography. See also Merritt Y. Hughes, ''Dryden as a Statist,"~' VI 
(Oct., 1927), 335-350. 
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comes from the speeches of the cruel tyrants and villains of the heroic 
plays. 137 He also distinguishes passages that are distinctly Hobbesian . 
from those which are merely anticlerical or royalist.l38 Miss Hartsock, 
on the other hand, is likely to see Hobbes peering from behind each 
page of the scripts of Dryden's plays, or worse yet, to identify dramatic 
speeches with the intellectual position of Dryden himself.l39 In general 
she sees the influence of Hobbes in passages where there is a theme 
of determinism or of self-interest, while the religious views of the 
characters suggest (less explicitly) skeptical tendencies deriving from 
Montaigne. 14° She sees in the Hobbesian influence a basis for the 
difference between the ethos of the comedies and that of the heroic plays. 
"Characters in Dryden's plays, whether they be heroic or comic, are al-
most uniformly selfish and morally insensitive •••• 1The~7 not only 
act as if they used the Leviathan as a handbook of philosophy; they fre-
quently--and without any reason connected with the dramatic plan--express 
views which are close paraphrases of Hobbist utterances."141 The fact 
that "there is hardly a character in the heroic plays or in the comedies 
who is not in tempestuous and often ruthless pursuit of a selfish end," 
as well as "many specific passages regarding the selfishness of men, 
137ELH, III (June, 1936), 166-169. 
138pages 149-152. 
139"Dryden's Plays: A Study in Ideas," Seventeenth Century Studies, 
2nd ser., ed. Robert Shafer (Princeton, 1937). See for example page 166, 
where she claims that a study of Dryden's dramatic work, "notwithstanding 
the occasional presence of antithetical statements, leaves little doubt 
that, for a time at least, the poet was a necessitarian." 
unescapably suggest that Dryden really entertained a Hobbist view of 
human nature. "142 Such a rash conclusion is unwarranted, since the 
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so-called evidence is wholly dramatic, and that a form of drama which 
tends to violent attitudes and absolutes . 
In his attack on Restoration comedy in 1947, L. C. Knights pauses 
for a few strokes at the heroic drama. ''Who," he asks, "returns to 
Dryden's heroic plays with renewed zest?"l43 "Heroic tragedy is 
decadent," he remarks, 
because it is factitious; it substitutes violent emotionalism for emotion, 
the purple patch for poetry, and its rhetoric, unlike Elizabethan 
dramatic rhetoric, has no cnnnexion with the congenial non-dramatic modes 
of the age; it is artificial in a completely damaging sense, and by~­
temporary standards . If we look for an early illustration of the bad 
mid-eighteenth-century conception of poetry as something applied from the 
outside we find it is Dryden's verse plays, where he adopts canons of 
style that he would not have dreamed of applying--apart from his Odes--in 
his non-dramatic verse . "Tragedy," he said, "is naturally pompous and 
magnificent." Nothing in English literature is more surprising--if we 
stop to consider--than the complete discrepancy between the sinewy ease 
of Dryden's satires and the stiff opaquesness of his dramatic verse; and 
"the lofty style," since it cannot modulate, is always coming down vTith 
a bump • ••• It is only in the easy strength of occasional lines ••• 
that we hear his natural voice . In the plays as a whole--each made up 
of a succession of "great" moments and heroic postures--the "nature" that 
l40 Pages 170-176. 
14lpage 89. 
142Page 96. 
143"Restoration Comedy: The Reality and the Myth" i_l932f, 
Explorations (New York, 1947), p. 149. 
is "wrought up to a higher pitch" bears little resemblance to the 
Nature that was to figure so large~y in the Augustan code.144 
D. W. Jefferson's article, "The Significance of Dryden's Heroic 
Plays" (1940), offers the desperate suggestion that Dryden "had a 
purpose in these plays which, for want of a better word, may be 
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described as 'comic.' He chose not to admit it to his public, and his 
critics ever since have failed to recognize it. rrl45 What Hr. Jefferson 
has done, of course, is to argue from the much-lamented tendency to 
the absurd in the heroic plays that "it is, after all, a little un-
likely that Dryden, whose sense of the ludicrous was so keen, should 
have been capable of lapsing into gross absurdity without realising 
. it. He was one of the most deliberate of artists. "l46 Although there 
are some valuable comments on iterative imagery in the heroic plays 
(he notes especially a tendency to describe the processes of generation 
in terms that suggest absurdity or monstrosity), 147 Jefferson's 
article is mainly a specious inquiry into Dryden's purposes that merely 
demonstrates the immensity of the distance between the Restoration 
milieu and the modern mind . 
l44pages 150- 152. 
145Proceedings of the Leeds Philosophical and Literary Society, V 




A much more important study that also indicates what may happen 
when modern critical values come to grips with the heroic play is 
Moody E. Prior's chapter on "Tragedy and the Heroic Play" in his book 
The Language of Tragedy (1947). It is important not only because it 
/ 
· is committed to the values of poetic drama, seeing and seeking the re-
lationship between the language of the plays and "the dramatic nature 
of the form," rather than merely extracting passages of "poetic beauty" 
as critics were wont to do around the turn of the century, but also 
because it contains one of the surprisingly few examples of a detailed 
analysis of a heroic play to be done in the era of explication. Prior 
repudiates the brand of dramatic realism advocated by William Archer, 
and all approaches which fragment the integrity of the poetic drama: 
"where the diction of a play is poetically conceived, a dramatic under-
standing of its function, in the most comprehensive sense, must be 
arrived at through a consideration of the relevance of any given speeches, 
words, images, or figures to the work considered as a developing form."l48 
He sees the heroic play as "a brave and consistent attempt, which was 
only partly successfut, to continue serious drama in a form that would 
give the dramatist a new impetus and provide exploration in new ways."l49 
A neo-Aristotelian, (action, not character, is the basis of a play) Prior 
148(New York, 1947), pp. 7-10. 
149Page 154. 
insists that the question of whether the Restoration plays were con-
fined by slavish observance of decorum and the unities is not really 
relevant. The real problem is that 
an examination of the plays themselves leads to the conviction that 
in the last analysis the action was a contrivance of secondary 
interest with them. The action is always managed in such a way as 
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to produce the maximum number of dilemmas for the hero, so that each 
episode produces a crisis which the dramatist treats so as to display 
the expression of intense states of passion, or of sharp clashes in 
points of view between two opposing characters, or of the weighing 
of conflicting possibilities of choice, or of the persuasion of one 
character by another. The rival claims of love and duty were the 
most popular basis for the construction of plots, though minor con-
flicts of a different sort appear, and on this scheme .it was possi-
ble to devise plots which generated scenes illustrative of every 
conceivable variation of essential opposition.lSO 
Prior finds, for example, that The Conquest of Granada bears out his 
thesis that the plot of the heroic play "was merely a device which pro-
duced conditions for emotional and dialectical displays."l51 
He discusses as well both the heroic couplet and the dramatic 
imagery in Dryden's heroic plays. Prior considers the couplet of the 
satires "beautifully adapted to heroic drama," with some modifications, 
which, unfortunately, he does not specify. 152 The couplet, however, 
tends to obscure the imagery in the heroic play, "to conceal the more 
colorful and diffuse effects of the images which were used; it can-
celled them~ as it were, by its pointedness, its clarity of balance and 




antithesis, its attention to paradox, its ringing finality of rhyme. 
These features draw the attention away, by the superior and continued 
emphasis which they receive, from the broader associations, the depth, 
possessed by any figure isolated from its framework and se_tting. ul53 
The imagery itself is distinguished from Elizabethan dramatic imagery 
not only by its tendency to the commonplace, especially in connection 
with love , but the failure of metaphors to be symbolically significant 
to the theme and structure of the drama as a whole. '~any individual 
images occur which may be good in the sense that a clear and explicable 
re lation exists between the symbol and the idea implied by it, but 
which appear less serviceable when judged by the closeness of their 
relation to the play as a whole . "l54 
Cleanth Brooks's remarks on the heroic tragedy (1948) clearly show 
a repudiation of the plays in modern terms . Brooks's chapter "A Note 
on the Death of Elizabethan Tragedy" is also significant in that, 
fairly or not, it puts the blame for the demise of tragedy squarely at 
the door of the Restoration dramatists , particularly Dryden , rather than 
at that of the Jacobean dramatists, whose "decadence" has recently been 
called in doubt, and who have picked up the more honorific label 
"Elizabethan" of late. 
153 Page 169 . 
154page 176 . 
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Essentially, what Brooks deplores in the heroic tragedy is the 
loss of ambiguity, of the interplay of meanings which on one level 
we call metaphysical wit, and on deeper levels, mystery. Where 
authentic tragedy "does not easily yield clear and positive answers, " 
Brooks claims that "the heroic tragedy, no longer content to pose 
questions about life, set out present answers."155 A hardening of 
didactic purpose sets in, issues become explicit, characters move 
"closer to abstractions," become "two-dimensioned" and predictable. 156 
Worse yet, Dryden repudiates the rich ambiguity of the Elizabethans--
witness his criticism of Donne--and when this characteristic is applied 
in Dryden's plays, it results in "a single tone, not like the complex, 
shifting, ambiguous attitudes" involved in Donne's treatment of love. 157 
What Dryden does, as a result of his "exclusive association of wit, 
ingenuity, the pun, etc., with levit~" is to dissociatethe serious and 
comic elements in tragedy, failing to see that in Elizabethan tragedy 
h . . 1 . . 1 158 t e com~c mater~a ~s ~ntegra • Dryden's supposed refinement of 
Shakespeare.' s language and subject matter violates the very basis of 
Elizabethan tragedy, leaving us merely with the heroic poem dramatised, 





a situation which "may very well go down in history as the classic ex-
ample of throwing out the baby with the bath. nl59 
George Sherburn, in that model of literary historiography, "The 
Restoration and Eighteenth Century," gives concise if not curt treat-
ment to the heroic play. Seeing it as "in some sense a cultural 
phenomenon rather than a literary achievement," Sherburn relates the 
development of the English .heroic play to the parallel development of 
the English opera, as both the result of the influence of D'Avenant. 160 
Sherburn also acknowledges the relationship of the heroic poem to the 
heroic play, seeing in Dryden's theory in this connection a source for 
"the more than Augustan elevation that makes much of the dialogue in 
these plays frankly ridiculous."l61 
The remarks of D. Nichol Smith in 1950 on the heroic plays re-
present the survival of the influence of Saintsbury and the old negative 
tradition. Although he tells us that "once we understand the conventions 
of these plays we are in a fair way to enjoy them," he betrays the fact 
that he is not interested in them as dramas after all but in "the 
serious elements in these plays which abound in observations on human 
nature. "162 What he really wants is passages for his notebook, quotations 
159Pages 206-.209. 
Shakesperean tradition 
that the defense is on 
rather than dramatic. 
Brooks recognizes that Dryden defended the 
of comic material in tragedy, but he points out 
psychological grounds, in terms of comic relief, 
160A Literary History of England, ed. Albert C. Baugh (New York, 
1948)' p. 751. 
16lpage 752. 
162John Dryden (Cambridge, 1950), pp. 28, 30. 
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on the big questions of life . "The extravagances should not distract 
our attention from the serious elements in these plays, which abound 
in observations on human nature as we all may note it • • · • • I confess 
that I have found myself reading these plays without looking at the 
names of the speakers, and treating them not as dramas but as poems 
that carry on an argument and are interspersed with remarks now on 
one subject and now another. Dryden is continually speaking of Fate 
and Fortune, of Faith and Reason and Religion.ul63 
The heroic drama comes in for some tediously repetitive discussion 
in Friench Simpson's thesis, "The Relationship between Character and 
Action in Neo-Classical Tragedy, with Special Reference to Some Plays 
by John Dryden" (1950). Mr . Simpson reads the plays in the light of 
seventeenth-century philosophy, seeing them as constructed in terms of 
character rather than action, the basic pattern being "a series of 
subjective states which produce varying relationships between the 
characters . "164 This is a marked change from the pattern of Elizabethan 
tragedy; Shakespeare, for example, 
follows the conception of medieval realism, Lso tha!7 basic structure 
is organic and teleological; action , or function , as final cause 
motivates the entire drama . On the other hand the action in Dryden's 
tragedy is fundamentally a series of psychical states. Whether the 
l63Pages 30-31. 
164 (Stanford University, 1950), p . 506 . 
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individual states in the series are to be thought of as mechanically 
determined (as seems probable) or as freely initiated is not important, 
because in either case the states are themselves the structure of the 
drama. Furthermore, the states do not produce significant action; 
they are themselves the real or the end value, .and are not regarded 
as part of the motivation of an objective act which is to be their end . 
Therefore a mere change of 'vill or passion could reverse and undo what 
has gone before . Passion and will are not objective, finite and formal 
and so not significant in the sense that the term significant is 
applied to action.l65 
Simpson's study is disappointing in its failure to make much critical 
use of the process which he sees as the literary reflection of the de-
cline of the integral medieval world-view and the ascendancy of 
dualistic and idealistic philosophy . Miss Ruth Wallerstein, in her 
article on ''Dryden and the Analysis of Shakespeare 1 s Techniques" 
(1943), has made a more fruitful comparison along similar lines. 
In his study of "The Development of the Hero in Dryden's Tragedies" 
(1953) John Winterbottom asserts in his opening remarks the inadequate 
relationship between thought and language in Dryden's tragedies; "this 
failure to fuse language and thought into a really compelling whole 
is perhaps ultimately indicative of a mind that was never in its deepest 
reaches sure of itself.•.l66 The main point of Winterbottom's article, 
however, is that there is in these plays a development of the role of 
165Pages 506-507. 
166JEGP, LII (April, 1953) , 161 . 
the hero which amounts to "a movement avray from the hero as social 
iconoclast toward the hero as embodiment of a social ideal. 11167 By 
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the time he has worked out the problem dramatically (that is, by Almanzar 
in The Conquest of Granada, rather than with the more egotistical, in-
dividualistic Montezuma and Maximin in The Indian Emperor and Tyrannick 
Love), Dryden has achieved a middle course between the "unqualified 
admiration of the heroic temperament" represented in the plays of 
Marlowe, and the position taken dramatically by Chapman, '~ho seems to 
believe that the hero is inevitably an antisocial force."l68 
Another doctoral dissertation, "Dryden as a Dramatic Artist" by 
Allan R. Bevan, takes up the heroic drama. Bevan adds little to what 
has previously been written on the topic, being an eclectic in his 
views and not very penetrating in his discussion of individual plays. 
From B. J. Pendlebury (and from Dryden's own concept of the nature of 
the plays) he takes the idea that they are a dramatic form of the 
heroic poem, while from Bonamy Dobree he takes his emphasis on the 
notion that Dryden has added "admiration" as a main effect to his con-
cept of heroic tragedy• an effect that supports the moral purpose of 
the ·.plays •169 Like Dobr~e, also, Bevan treats Dryden's heroic drama 
as a hybrid form that is not really tragic. "The heroic play's aim 
167page 161. 
168pages 172-173. 
169(University of Toronto, 1953), pp . 35-42. 
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of admiration and concernment separated it from the tragic; the 
exaggerated intensity of the heroic tone distinguished it from heroic 
poetry . Thus heroic drama differs from its dramatic and heroic an-
cestors to emerge as a hybrid that fulfils Lsi£/ its own function in 
its own way . .,l70 And from Louis Teeter and Miss Mildred Hartsock he 
picks up his emphasis on the absolutism in the plays, adding nothing 
to their work except to say that the plays "are by nature aristocratic 
and monarchical in their underlying political philosophy," and hence 
not necessarily to be identified with Dryden's personal views. 171 
Bevan's critical approach is rigidly historical: "The heroic plays, 
then, should only be condemned if they fail to do what they set out 
to do--arouse admiration and concernment, and delight and instruct 
both through the raising of passions and through poetic justice show-
ing the reward of virtue . "l72 
From this rather lengthy and necessarily repetitious survey of 
scholarship and criticism of the heroic drama we turn to a consideration 
of the individual plays . We do not wish to compile an anthology of 
170Page 46 . 
171Pages 132-133. 
172page 52 . 
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all the observations ever made on any of them, but, since many judg-
ments are much repeated from writer to writer, to indicate by re-
presentative citation the typical judgments, and to give due attention 
to fresh views and to any studies which give more than cursory treat-
ment to individual plays . 
The Indian Queen , Dryden's first heroic play, done in collaboration 
with Sir Robert Howard, played in the Theatre Royal in January of 
1663/4 . The question of dual authorship has occupied much of the 
attention of those who have treated this play, and the difficulty of 
the ascription of parts to the respective authors has probably contri-
buted to a neglect of The Indian Queen . Sir Walter Scott first 
attempted a guess as to what parts Dryden wrote, ascribing the 
characters Montezuma and Zempoalla to him, as well as Act III with its 
incantation scene . 173 Allardyce Nicoll goes so far as to hazard the 
opinion that "the tragedy as a whole approaches so closely in temper 
and in plan Dryden's after works lsi£/ that we may presume the 
general outline and at least a fair proportion of the dialogue to have 
been by him. " 174 His logic is hardly impeccable, but he is sound in 
placing this play in the line of Dryden's heroic plays . Nicoll 
emphasizes the stock characters and situations to be found in The Indian 
Queen, indicating his distaste for the "drivelling, unreal, passionless 
173see "The Life of John Dryden," Works , I (Edinburgh, 1821), 83, 
and his notes to the play. 
174Restoration Drama, p . 100 . 
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theorizings of un-imagined types and spurious emotions" that make 
up the play. 175 B. J . Pendlebury similarly stresses the repre-
sentativeness of The Indian Queen . Although he indicates that Dryden 
merely rendered "some assistance" to his future brother-in-law, he 
calls this "the first play to exhibit all the heroic characteristics 
to a marked degree . "l76 His judgment that the chief significance of 
the play is in the character of Montezuma as an anticipation of the 
full-blown heroic character of the later plays177 is also representative . 
Many of those who comment on the play go no further than this . Mr . 
Stroup's elaborate categorizing of characters shows The Indian Queen to 
be full of stock characters lacking in variety who could be replaced 
with characters from other heroic plays with no noticeable loss; this 
study likewise indicates that the play is in the main stream of the 
heroic drama . 178 
The Indian Queen is one of the pl ays of Dryden selected for 
analysis by C. V. Deane, who follows Scott's ascription of scenes . l79 
He finds Hontezuma and Zempoalla the most vivid characters, pointing 
out that Dryden ha·s rejected the extremely lofty sentiments of the 
romances and the earlier heroic plays (such as Orrery's) for "a more 
vigorous and impulsive brand of heroism" which is distinctively his . 180 
175Pages 101-102 . 
176Dryden's Heroic Plays, p . 89 . Allan R. Bevan, however, considers 
it only an embryonic heroic play, stressing its inferiority to the later 
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The large amount of violent action, which Deane does not find to 
the same extent in Dryden's later plays, he ascribes to Howard, but 
he considers the incantation scene to be inserted as an opportunity 
for Dryden to display his versatility in ~ong and spectacle, with 
little regard for dramatic appropria teness . 181 Deane sees the in-
tricate plot of The Indian Queen as the basis for "the many artificial 
combinations of the conflicting loves and hates of the chief characters," 
which he considers "fatal . • • to any atmosphere of tragic inevitabil-
ity . "l82 
John Harrington Smith has recently written an article attempting 
to settle the question of dual authorship . His method is mainly the 
educated sort of guesswork that depends on internal evidence, but he 
gives more credit to How·ard than have most . Smith's discussion is 
based mainly on similarities in style, characters, and situation be-
tween the play and Hm11ard's The Vestal Virgin , coupled with the sensibl e 
argument that those who give most of the credit to Dr yden are judging 
examples ("Dryden as a Dramatic Artist," pp . 72-77). 
177Page 90. 
l78Pages 409-410 . 
179Dramatic Theory and the Rhymed Heroic Play, p . 197. 
180page 198-200 . 
181Pages 201 , 53-54. 
182Page 56. 
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him by his later development, without considering his ability against 
Howard's before he got started in the type.l83 Smith concludes that 
the over-all plan of the play was Howard's, as well as certain scenes 
that parallel The Vestal Virgin , and the scenes of vigorous dramatic 
184 
action, while the heightening of the characters was the \'rork of Dryden. 
He devotes his energies in the main to destroying the assumption of 
both Scott and Saintsbury that Dryden's hand is everywhere in the play, 
superintending its production and touching up the whole . 
Dryden's sequal to this first heroic play, The Indian Emperor , or, 
The Conquest of Mexico by the Spaniards , appeared in the Theatre Royal 
about April, 1665, and in print in 1667 . Few writers have given it 
more than the merest attention. A. \-1 . Ward seems to be more than 
usually impressed by "the uniformly pleasing flow of the versification" 
and "the supernatural business , " but he does not make very much of 
either point . 185 Allardyce Nicoll points out that The Indian Emperor 
marks no material advance in the development of the species . Not 
superior in poetic power, more involved in plot, wholly impossible in 
its heroic magnanimity and its passionless, unpsychological love and 
hate, it is rendered more popular by a number of scenes of stress and 
struggle, glutting to the full this new taste in the audience for 
spectacle and for show. There are magic caves, and temples, and 
183
"The Dryden-Howard Collaboration," SP, LI (Jan., 1954), 
55-57 . 
185A History of English Dramatic Literature, III, 349. 
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prisons--there are v~s~ons and the loud thundering of cannon--every-
thing, in fact, that might make the play more of a popular success 
on the stage.l86 
Nicoll as well as most other dramatic historians has pointed out that 
the sequel to the Dryden-Howard collaboration not only employed the 
two characters left alive at the end of The Indian Queen , but that 
The Indian Emperor 'vas modeled so closely on the previous play that 
it used the same scenery and props . ~ 8 7 
Two scholarly articles have been devoted to The Indian Emperor . 
Dougald MaCMillan, in a study of the sources of the play, brushes aside 
Montague Summers ' "bewildering array of Spanish and Aztec historians, 
many of them obviously unknown to Dryden," and suggests that his main 
sources were in the accoun ts ·of the Spanish conquerors in Purchas 
His Pilgrims, with, hints from D'Avenant's The Cruelty of the Spaniards 
in Peru. 188 Merle L. Perkins has investigated the "vital contri-
bution" of The Indian Emperor to Voltaire's Alzire . l89 
Tyrannick Love, or, The Royal Martyr , which played in the Theatre 
Royal around June of 1669 and was published the next year, has not been 
186Restoration Drama, pp . 102-103. Bevan (pp . 78-86) argues that 
this play marks a decided advance over The Indian Queen , but his point 
depends much on his low opinion of the earlier play. 
187Page 102 . 
188
"The Sources of Dryden 1 s The Indian Emperour , " !!!&, XIII 
(Aug., 1950), 355 - 370 . 
189"Dryden's The Indian Emperour and Voltaire's Alzire," Comp. Lit., 
IX (Summer, 1957), 229-237 . 
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quite so neglected. The typical judgment of the play centers around 
the extravagance of Maximin and the excesses of the rant which he 
spouts. Saintsbury, quite characteristically, finds Tyrannick Love 
to be "a compound of exquis.ite beauties and absurdities of the most 
f . d . . 11190 rant~c escrLpt~on. The beauties are extractable, while the 
absurdities are passages of "rant and ,folly" and scenes like the 
stabbing of Placidius at the end of the play.l9l George Nettleton 
ridicules both Maximin's rant and the last scene: "both," he says, 
"are finally rhymed .to death.-" 192 Similarly Nicoll stresses as the 
distinctive quality of this play "those notorious rants which were 
to become such an outstanding characteristic of the heroic drama of 
the years 1670 to 1677. The Maximin to the gods passage does not 
appear till near the close of the fifth act, but countless others 
come down to the same standard of idiotic, inflated and grandiloquent 
nonsense . " 193 Pendlebury likewise singles out Tyrannick Love as the 
worst example of how Dryden could write "the most absurd rant," 
particularly in the scene in which Maximin defies the gods, ·and Allan -
R. Bevan calls Maximin "the first and the worst of the real ranters. •• 194 
190 Dryden, p. 44. 
19lpages 44-45. 
192English Drama of the Restoration and Eighteenth C~~tury, pp. 60-61. 
193Restoration Drama, p. 103. 
194Pendlebury, Dryden's Heroic Plays , p . 106, and Bevan, "Dryden 
as a Dramatic Artist," p. 86. 
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Cecil V. Deane's analysis of Tyrannick Love is mainly concerned 
with its relation to the 11 rules 11 (he sees it as showing 11 a greater 
vigour and individuality of treatment, 11 and at the same time paying 
closer attention to the rules than any previous play), but there are 
a number of critical remarks which generally agree with the critical 
tradition. He finds in Tyrannick Love more 11 superhuman character-
ization, bombast, and increased remoteness from ordinary life, 11 and 
at the same time he seems almost to yield to the spell of Dryden's 
rhetoric, referring as he does to 11 the bombast and superb arrogance 
of Maximin11 as 11 the most striking features of the play 11 and suggest-
ing that 11 the play might be considered tragic owing to retribution 
which overtakes the dominant character, were it not for the fact that 
the motivation is too crudely m~lodramatic to render Maximin credible 
as a human being . 11195 
Charles E. Ward has written an article which suggests that the 
parallels between Tyrannick Love and Massinger's The Virgin Martyr 
are strong enough, allowing for the heightening of Dryden's characters, 
to indicate that Dryden was consciously following Massinger's play, 
which was a stock piece in Dryden's company and which was revived with 
considerable success just prior to the t'ime that Dryden wrote his 
play . 196 Obviously related to this is Ward's view that ~yrannick Love 
195Dramatic Theory and the Rhymed Heroic Play, pp . 207 , .211. 
l96r~1assinger and Dryden, 11 ELH , II (Nov., 1935), 263-266 . 
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marks a shift from the earlier heroic manner with the introduction of 
a religious theme in terms of the heroic resistance of St . Catherine, 
and his rather eccentric remark that "'l'yrannick Love is essentially a 
'she' drama. " 197 
The Conquest of Granada by the Spaniards appeared in two parts; 
the first played in the Theatre Royal about December, 1670 and the 
second in January, while the play was published in 1672 . Made into an 
opera in 1710, it barely survived on the stage in either form for more 
than a couple of decades into the eighteenth century . l98 
Modern criticism is inclined to be more generous with The Conquest 
of Granada than with any of the previous heroic plays, although the 
old charges of "bombast" arid "rant" do not entirely disappear . For 
many of its critics, The Conquest of Granada is a fascinating example 
of the stupendous heights to which Dryden's dazzling rhetoric could 
soar . The ambiguous attitude of Saintsbury, who finds the play "the 
triumph and at the same time the reductio ad absurdam of t he style,'' 
is an early example of qualified admiration for this work.l99 If 
Saintsbury considers the plot preposterous, he finds "a kind of 
197"Dryden's Drama, 1662-1677: A Study in the Native Tradition," 
pp . 273-286 . 
198"The Stage History of John Dryden's Plays," unpubl. diss . 
(Johns Hopkins University, 1938), pp . 91-93 . 
199Dryden, p . 46 . 
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generous and noble spirit animating it which could not fail to catch 
an audience blinded by fashion to its absurdities . "200 When he calls 
attention to the "flowers of splendid verse" that "are squandered and 
lavished" on the play, he is indulging his penchant for "beauties" 
out of the dramatic context . 201 
In a similar vein, A. \v . Ward finds that the "vast quantity of 
rant" and the hyperbolic pride and valor of Almanzor produce an im-
pression of the ludicrous, "yet many of the turns of diction are 
extraordinarily vigorous, and the force of the impetus which enables 
the author to sustain the character through ten acts is simply with-
out a parallel. 11202 George Nettleton likewise finds its "bombast and 
grotesqueness" balanced by "a certain masterful vigour lwhic'E_f sweeps 
203 the action onward . " George R. Noyes's praise of The Conquest of 
Granada as "the most perfect example of the heroic drama" is vitiated 
by the way in which he ranges through the play seeking "amid much 
that offends our modern taste, many passages of true poetry . " 204 
-Malcolm Elwin concedes that "from the point of view of poetry" perhaps 
this is the best example of the heroic tragedy, but he objects to the 
2°0Page SO. 
201Page SO . 
202A History of English Dramatic Literature to the Death of Queen 
Anne, III, 361-362 . 
20~nglish Drama of the Restoration and Eighteenth Century , pp. 62-
63 . 
204•'Dryden as Dramatist," Selected Dramas of Dryden, p. xxiv-xxvii. 
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"rampage and rant" and to Almanzor, who "is rather more of an ass than 
most heroic heroes. 11 205 And as a final illustration of the ambiguous 
position, George Sherburn declares that "it is true that Almanzor is 
frequently absurd" and his "titanic rants ••• grotesque. But, 
curiously enough, they have a basis in reason and are at the same time 
thoroughly romantic."206 
Not all the critics of The Conquest of Granada have straddled the 
critical fence. L~ N. Chase, to cite an early example, finds the 
character of Almanzor almost completely absurd.207 And William Archer 
singles out this play to expose the type. "If ever there was a play," 
he complains, ":ln which the sober imitation of life is swamped and 
drowned in lyrical bombast, this is assuredly it."208 He considers 
it badly constructed, consisting "of a series of incidents, like 
beads on a string," which merely introduce a variety of situations 
on which Dryden can expend his rhetorical energies in rant. 209 And 
C. S. Lewis uses The Conquest of Granada concisely as an illustration 
of the vulgar taste of Dryden: "where the Cid was brave, Almanzor 
swaggers."210 On the other hand, some have. gone a little further in 
205The Playgoer's Handbook to Restoration Drama (New York, 1192~/), 
p. 89. 
206 11The Restoration and Eighteenth Century," A Literary History 
of England, p. 754. 
207The English Heroic Play, pp. 55ff. 
208The Old Drama and the New, pp. 145-146. Archer, of course, 
demands that all plays be "a sober imitation of life," while with him 
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praise of the play, often with only slight reservations. Montague 
Suxmners, of course, is ecstatic at this point. "The genius of Dryden 
never blazed brighter than in The Conquest of Granada," he tells us, 
"and he who cannot appreciate and admire these scenes can have no con-
ception of Dryden's poetic powers, can form no worthy opinion of Dry-
den as a dramatist."211 Pendlebury goes so far as to suggest that the 
modern reader can find "much amusement" in the Conquest of Granada 
and "considerable enjoyment, though not of the highest poetic kind, if 
the reader is once able to abandon his mind to it. If he can forget the 
absurdity of ~lmanzor as a specimen of humanity, he cannot withhold 
his admiration of the scorn and invective of which Almanzor is capable, 
and which is at times more worthy of a character like Milton's 
Satan. "212 Perhaps the most generous praise afforded The Conquest of 
Granada by a reputable commenta tor, however, is that of Allardyce 
Nicoll, who says that with this play our sympathies are "actually 
seized--as they are by so . few of the heroic tragedies--for the un-
fortunate loves of the gallant hero and the loveable heroine . The 
poetry of this play is beautiful, nor can we gain an idea of Dryden's 
"lyrical" is as pejorative a label, almost, as "bombast." 
209Pages 146-147 . 
210"Shelley, Dryden, and Mr. Eliot," Rehabilitations and Other 
Essays (London, 1939), p. 13 . 
211Dryden: Dramatic Works, I, lxxiii. 
212Dryden's Heroic Plays, p. 112. 
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true worth until we compare such a play as this with one of a writer 
like Crowne . "213 . By suggesting comparison with a lesser heroic play 
rather than with a great tragedy, however, Nicoll indicates the limits 
of his praise . The Conquest of Granada is an excellent heroic play, 
indeed, "a grand vindication of this particular species,"214 but he 
does not suggest that it is anything more . 
Dryden's last heroic play , Aureng-Zebe , opened in Drury Lane in 
November , 1675, and was published the next year . As George W. Knipp 
points out, it seems to be the only heroic play to be revived in 
modern times, having been performed on May 29, 1934, at the Westminster 
Theatre under the direction of Mr . Anmer Hall. 215 
Saintsbury seems to value Aureng-Zebe above the other heroic plays, 
and he is not alone in this; most of the critics who share his view 
point out that the tone of this play is not so bombastic . Rather than 
isolating from its dramatic context the famous passage '~hen I con-
sider life, 'tis all a cheat," as he was wont to do with the "beauties" 
of the other plays, Saintsbury sees it as the keynote for the entire 
play . "The gravitas sententiae, as Dante has it, is once more married 
to the superbia carminum, and the total result is an exceedingly fine 
213Restoration Drama, p . 104 . 
214Page 104 . 
215"The Stage History of John Dryden's Plays," p . 130 
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piece of work, still, perhaps, with a faint touch of the rococo about 
it, but redeeming this by the mixture of piquance and gravity which 
the touch gives. 11216 George Nettleton is more typical of the appre-
ciative critics in his superficial, brief observation that "Auumg-
Zebe has less rant and fustian than The Conquest of Granada, and some-
times strikes the note of true poetry," by which he means set passages 
like the ''When I consider life" speech."217 
To consider some departures from the critical norm, we might 
mention Malcolm Elwin, who crudely dismisses Aureng-Zebe as a mere 
"love tale," full of "poignant emotions, sticky sentiment, and 
lecherous lust •••• LPryden'~/ incessant straining and striving 
after the ubiquitous love theme blinded him to the dramatic possi-
bilities of his theme. 11218 D. W. Jefferson, who thinks that the 
absurdity in the heroic play is conscious humor, has a more difficult 
time dealing with this play, but decides that the Emperor, Nourmahal, 
and Morat are comic characters, although Aureng-Zebe himself is 
216"Introduction," Selected Plays of Dryden, I, xvii. 
217En lish Drama of the Restoration and Ei hteenth Centur , p. 68. 
Comp~e Bonamy Dobr e, John Dryden (London, 1956), p. 20: "For all its 
slightly exotic flavour, its heroic sentiments, its too ingenious plot, 
Aureng-Zebe (1675), the last of the rhymed plays, is moving and actual, 
if only for the emotive quality of the speeches, of which the most 
famous, if not the deepest reaching, is the haunting: 'When I consider 
life. '" 
218The Playgoer's Handbook to Restoration Drama, pp. 91-92. 
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touched with a cynical view of life. 219 Less eccentric is the 
thematic study of the political meaning of the play by Friench Simpson, 
Jr., who argues that "it teaches, first of all, the superiority of 
limited royal power over absolutism; and, secondly, .it teaches the 
true nature of greatness. 11 220 
Moody Prior's excellent critical analysis of Aureng-Zebe is 
important because it is the most detailed study of the play done by 
a modern critic. Prior uses this play to show how the heroic drama 
uses its central superhuman figure, "a fantastic puppet, who, though 
useless for the purpose of serious tragedy, could at least serve as 
an ornate pawn in a sequence of surprising moves, and as a mouthpiece 
for elevated sentiments and strong passions."221 He sees in Aureng-
Zebe an example of the construction of the heroic play. "There is no 
substitute for reading Aureng-Zebe to appreciate the complex inter-
relation of opposing wills, trying dilemmas and desperate passions. 
Every complication in the play is attended by its prqper emotional 
display or by a dialectical presentation of the issues i nvolved. And 
2l9"The Significance of Dryden's Heroic Plays, 11 p. 137. 
220"The Relationship between Character and Action in Neo-
Classical Tragedy, with Special Reference to Some Plays by John 
Dryden, 11 p. 468. He traces the development of the play in terms 
of the absolutist main characters to the position of Aureng-Zebe and 
Indamora. 
22lr.Tragedy and the Heroic Play," p. 164. 
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the dilennnas are made always clear and explicit. •• 222 Thus, the play 
is built by external principles of arrangement, and "the plot is so 
contrived as to place the characters frequently in situations that 
require each time the extreme manifestation of their virtues and 
powers, Lso tha~/ there is frequent occasion for passionate out-
bursts, laments, and other expressions of aroused feelings."223 
Prior's judgments are supported by excellent analysis of the con-
struction of the play and of particular passages that bear out his 
criticism. 
The heroic plays of Dryden, then, have not undergone a signifi-
cant change in their critical status with the passing of the years 
or even the centuries, although they have received a certain amount 
of attention and been submitted to a variety of scholarly and critical 
approaches. Although one might generalize, for example, on the shift 
from the condemnation of this drama by Macaulay and Lowell as inade-
quate in terms of the creation of 11real" characters, to a new appre-
ciation of its "splendours" and "beauties" heralded by Saintsbury, 
it is salutary to remember that the seeds of the modern mixture of 
praise and blame may be found as early as the criticism of Samuel 




origins and sources of the heroic plays burgeoned in the three decades 
that begin this century, but while they testify perhaps to a new 
interest in Dryden's heroic plays, they all too often yield little or 
no critical results, except that the earlier notion of a dominant 
French notion is followed by a trend emphasizing native elements, and 
then a tendency to recognize diverse influences, with Dryden's origi-
nality at least partly vindicated . One important characteristic that 
can be noticed (although not with perfect consistency) in modern 
studies of the heroic plays is that the scholarly or objective and 
descriptive approaches usually employ the term "heroic play" in a 
manner that avoids critical judgment and that suggests that these 
plays are a thing apart, while those who treat the plays as tragedies 
usually condemn them as a perversion of tragedy. Thus it may be said, 
that although our knowledge about these plays has been increased, and 
one or two of them have received qualified praise at the hands of 
competent criticis, the old negative tradition of criticism which 
reaches back through the nineteenth century to the eighteenth--perhaps 
even to The Rehearsal , or the death of the vogue of the heroic tragedy 
a few years after--has not been very much modified in favor of these 
plays . 
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Dryden's later tragedies (with the exception of All for Love) 
have scarcely received comparable attention to that given to the 
heroic tragedies. In fact there have been remarkably few discussions 
of these later dramas except in histories and handbooks of the drama. 
Nor is the verdict usually favorable. Miss Margaret Sherwood, for 
example, says that "to attempt to define Dryden's position as a 
tragedian is to confess that he has none. 11224 Similarly, George B. 
Dutton, commenting on Don Sebastian and Cleornenes, says that the 
tragedies betray no genuinely tragic cha~acteristics. 225 Allan R. 
Bevan also finds no pattern in the later tragedies, except the 
survival of heroic elements. "Apparently unwilling to abandon corn-
pletely the effect of admiration," he says, ''Dryden has chosen plots 
in which the hero and heroine, while remaining heroic in stature and 
completely virtuous and honorable, can still be involved in a tragic 
situation leading inevitably to disaster."226 This is essentially 
the position of Allardyce Nicoll, who finds that in Don Sebastian, 
and Cleomenes as well, "the elements of the heroic play lingered on 
in disguised but not unrecognizable form. 111227 
224nryden's Dramatic Theory and Practic~ (Boston, 1898), p. 102. 
22511Theory and Practice in English Tragedy, 1650-1700," Englische 
Studien , XLIX (1916), 205-207. 
226 11Dryden as a Dramatic Artist," p . 147. 
227Restoration Drama, pp. 134-135. 
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The only full discussion of the characteristics of the later 
·tragedies is that of Bonamy Dobr6e in the chapter "Dryden and Artificial 
228 Tragedy" of his Restoration Tragedy (1929) . l1any of his comments 
apply as well to the heroic plays, but because he considers the heroic 
elements to be at odds with the tragic effect, it seems advisable to 
consider this chapter at this juncture in. our investigation. If he is 
not willing to grant that Dryden achieves greatness in tragedy, Dobree 
argues that "nevertheless, just because he did keep his eye on the 
object, he made things \vhich are alive to-day, and which can still be 
read for their intrinsic worth, and not merely from the i dle curiosity 
of the student . Of no other writer of tragedy in that age can this 
be said, except of Otway; but where with Ob-1ay it is the realism \17hich 
tells, with Dryden it is the artificiality which makes permanent . n 229 
With Dobree, "artificial" is not a label of contempt, for, as he goes 
on to say, Dryden's plays "last by the sheer force of their 
artificiality. "23° 
,;' Dobree goes beyond the fragmentary "beauties" approach of Saints-
bury and others to a concept of Dryden's dramatic pattern: 
228This chapter first appeared as an article in TLS for August 
15, 1929, pp . 629-630. My citations are from the book. 
229Page 109. 
Z30pages 92-93 . 
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No one can deny that Dryden's plays give delight; if not all of them 
give pleasure completely in their wholeness as well as in their de-
tail, none of them lacks passages which are sure to be enjoyed. And 
the quality which emerges is prettiness ; his classicism does not pro-
duce austerity, but, as in certain architectural returns to the 
classics, the graces, the unexpected charms, the will to astonish 
agreeable, of the baroque . Nor is ~t forcing the metaphor too far to 
say that much of the pleasure derived from his work is a sense of the 
architectural, totally absent from, say, the later work of Ot\vay. 
Indeed, Dryden's triumph is only obvious if we insist upon this 
prettiness, for that sort of quality is only bearable where a hard 
structure is there to support it . 231 
By "structure" he means not an objective pattern in the plays, but a 
sequence of emotional effects produced in the audience, so that "good 
structure" exists in a play in which "the emotions are well woven, 
appropriately opposed, and conducted to some definite end. With Dryden 
the end is never .a terrific emotion, a frozen staring at fate or 
fortune, a fatalistic acceptance of life, such as we feel at the con-
elusion of the greatest tragedies, Othello , say or CEd.ipus Rex. It 
is, rather, a graciousness, a compensation for the hardness of 
existence, that we are led to feel. " 232 Corresponding to the 
"prettiness" of the emotional patterns is an "irresistible prettiness 
of sound" that also, of course, is "artificial" (in the good sense) 





The Duke of Guise , written in collaboration with Nathaniel Lee, 
played in Drury Lane in November, 1682, and was published the follow-
ing year. Regularly classified among the tragedies, the play has not 
received so much as a single literary discussion of more than the most 
cursory sort, being regularly dismissed as a piece of political hack-
writing. A few scholars have discussed its thinly disguised parallel 
to contemporary events.234 
Don Sebastian, King of Portugal opened at Drury Lane about 
December of 1689 and appeared in print in 1690. Knipp has shown that 
Don Sebastian appeared "more or less regularly" in the first half of 
the eighteenth century and remained alive on the boards though fre-
quently in a cut version, until as late as 1813.235 
This play has generally been considered among the best of Dryden's 
serious dramas. Scott, for example, considers it Dryden's dramatic 
masterpiece. 236 If Saintsbury is a little less enthusiastic about it 
in. the Introduction to his Selected Plays of Dryden , he does not fail 
to include it on the basis of its reputation at least.237 
234see Rose A. Wright, The Political Play of the Restoration 
(11-iontessano, Washington, 191.§./), p. 131, or the unpubl. diss. by 
George H. Foster, "British History on the London Stage, 1660-1760" 
(University of North Carolina, 1941), pp . 38-41, 107-109. 
235"The Stage History of John Dryden's Plays," pp. 251-257. 
236"The Life of John Dryden," Works , I, 355. 
237Page xvi. 
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Miss Sherwood, on the other hand, uses Don Sebastian in her case 
against Dryden as a tragedian. "In the intricacy of the action, the 
one tragic issue is obscured," she says. "In the planning of scenes 
to bring out the utmost possible strain in the outside situation, 
dramatic reality is lost in a striving for effect."238 
The Victorian appreciative critics have found at least something 
of value in Don Sebastian. A. \-1. Hard, for example, has reservations 
about parts of the play and about its structure, but he cherishes the 
pathetic scenes between Sebastian and Dorax. 239 The Victorian interests 
in literature are perhaps most clearly set forth in Churton Collins's 
observation that "in depicting the hero friendless, desolate, and 
ruined, the old poet was not improbably thinking of himsel£."240 It 
is the autobiographical reading that informs, to a large extent, his 
claim that "if we except Otway's two tragedies, Don Sebastian is be-
yond comparison the finest tragedy the English stage had seen since 
Fletcher had passed away."24l 
Don Sebastian has been all but passed by modern students, ex-
cept in the dramatic histories. Allan R. Bevan, however, who considers 
383. 
238Dryden's Dramatic Theory and Practice, p. 98. 
239A History of English Dramatic Literature, III (London, 1899), 
240"John Dryden," Essays and Studies (London, 1895), p. 66. 
24lpage 66. 
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it ''an excellent play, perhaps Dryden's best,"242 discusses it at 
some length. His analysis is not from a consistent point of view, 
however; actually, he merely lauds various aspects, such as the 
characters of Dorax and Sebastian, or certain scenes or passages.243 
Hhen Bevans says that "in his desire to please the audience, Dryden 
seems to have drawn from his past dramatic career those elements that 
had been most consistently successful," he intends no blame.244 In 
fact, he defends the play as a complex baroque synthesis of divergent 
materials in an apology obviously indebted to Bonamy Dobree for its 
key concept . 245 
Cleomenes, The Spartan Hero , which opened at Drury Lane in 
April, 1692, and appeared in print the same year, was actually done 
in partial collaboration 'vith Thomas Southerne, who wrote half of 
the last act. It has received a bare minimum of critical comment, 
although Dobree regards it rather highly. A. W. Ward has praised it 
rather vaguely as a well ordered play, "firmly conceived and, on the 
whole, finely carried out on the lines of French classical tragedy."246 




246cHEL , VIII (Cambridge, 1912), 35. 
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S. W. Brossman, in an article devoted to the relation bea.reen Dryden's 
Cassandra and Congreve's Zara in The Mourning Bride 7 notes that this 
play has received less attention than any other of Dryden's tragedies, 
but he considers it lacking in dramatic (but not literary) merit . 247 
And Allan R. Bevan concedes that it is rather well unified (with some 
compromises) but laments that it moves toward no clear-cut goal: 
"The tormented Cleomenes and his well - differentiated family group are 
subjected to various trials and torments to which they usually react 
as Spartans are expec ted to, but without directing their efforts to 
a suitably great and inevitably final goal. u248 
.I Bonamy Dobree seems to be alone in his enthusiasm for Cleomenes. 
His attitude apparently derives from the way in which the play fits 
his notion of "artificial" or "baroque" trag~dy~ "Cleomenes," he 
says, "though not within reach of his finest work, owes hardly any-
thing to prettiness of ornament, except for a few rhymed passages, 
but all to structure, movement, and especially to apt phrasing. There 
are no heights of rhetoric, no markedly snorous passages, but it 
lives--or at least is very readable--simply because the best word is 
us.ed in every place . u249 
247''Dryden's Cassandra and Congreve's Zara," ~, n. s. III 
('Harch, 1956), 102 . 
248"Dryden as a Dramatic Artist," p. 195. 
249Restoration Tragedy, p. 106. 
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It remains, then to consider Dryden's dramatic operas. They 
have been pretty much ignored by critics, receiving only casual 
attention from literary historians and little more from students of 
the opera, who consider the Restoration opera, with its interspersed 
dialogue and song, something of a freak . The standard investigation 
of the area is Ed\-lard J. Dent's book The Foundations of English Opera 
(1928), which has been supplemented by Eric W. White's similar study 
The Rise of English Opera (1951) , which adds little to our knowledge 
of Dryden . Eugene Haun's unpublished dissertation "The Libretti of 
the Restoration Opera in English: A Study in Theatrical Genres" 
(1954) adds to these works the point that "'-1hile it ,.,auld not be 
just to say that John Dryden inaugurated the genre of the dramatic 
opera, it may be safely said that he named it and that his work esta-
blished it or confirmed it. 11250 Arthur K. Holland's study Henry 
Purcell, The English Musical Tradition (1932), with its emphasis on 
the musical side of the operas, is distinguished chiefly by its con-
descending attitude toward Dryden . 
Albion and Albianus251 was performed at Dorset Garden in June, 
1685, and was printed the same year . Dent calls it a "monument of 
stupidity" but blames the French composer, Louis Grabu, as does 
25°(University of Pennsylvania , 1954) , p . 189. 
251For a modern edition of Albion and Albianus , complete with 
score, see Cyrus L. Day, The Songs of John Dryden (Cambridge, Ma~s., 
1932) . 
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Eric W. White, for its failure. 252 No one, except Montague Summers, 253 
however, has risen in modern times to defend this allegorical compli-
ment to Charles II from a literary point of view. 
King Arthur; or, The British Worthy was performed at Dorset 
Garden about May of 1691, and was printed the same year . Knipp points 
out that it retained some of its popularity well into the eighteenth 
century, although towards the end it ''~as performed as a sort of added 
attraction or interlude. 254 It was also performed in the nineteenth 
century, and on February 14, 1928, it began a run of five evenings 
and two matinees at the New Theatr e, Cambridge.255 
Although A. K. Holland implies that the success of King Arthur 
was largely due to Dryden's wisdom in having abandoned Grabu and 
turned to Purcell for the music, 256 Dent thinks that "apart from 
some absurdities of detail due mainly to the taste of the age, Dry-
den's libretto is a very 'skilful piece of work . 11257 Literary 
enthusiasm, however, gravitates .to the lyric "Fairest isle, all isles 
excelling. " Students of Arthurian legend have not taken l<indly to 
252Dent, pp . 165-166, and White, p . 38 . 
253Dryden~ Dramatic Works , I , cxvii. 
25411The Stage History of John Dryden's Plays," pp. 284-308 . 
255Knipp, pp . 308-309 . For a favorable review, see W. J . 
Turner, "King Arthur at Cambridge , " The New Statesman and Nation, 
Feb . 25, 1928, pp . 625-626. 
256pages 88- 89, 211-215 . 
25 7p age 208 . 
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Dryden's King Arthur . Roberta F. Brinkley blames the work not only 
for the confusion which resulted when Dryden was forced to rewrite 
his intended compliment to Charles by the change in the political 
situation, but also attacks it as a perversion of the old Arthurian 
tradition . 258 
Finally, there is The Secular Masgue , a brief allegorical piece 
composed to commemorate the turn of the century . It played at Drury 
Lane in April, 1700; Dryden is said to have died on the third night 
of its performance. It has been almost universally neglected , except 
for the much admired little lyrical excerpt beginning, 
All , all of a piece throughout: 
Thy chase had a beast in view. 
F . W. Bateson, however, has written a brief but sympathetic discussion 
of it in his book English Comic Drama , 1700-1750 (1929) . Bateson is 
interested in The Secular Masque as a self-conscious "post mortem by 
the age _Ljust passeE_7 upon itsel£ . "259 He also relishes it for its 
lyrical quality, as well as for his historical interest in it as a sym-
bolical "declaration of the bankruptcy of the Restoration ideals by the 
poet who had most successfully embodied them."260 
258Arthurian Legend in the Seventeenth Century , Johns Hopkins 
Monographs in Literary History, No . III (Baltimore, 1932), 142-144. 
See also Margaret j . c. Reid, The Arthurian Legend (Edinburgh and 
London, 1938), p . 34, for a similar point of view. 
259(oxford, 1929), p. 1. 
260page 2. 
CHAPTER VII 
ALL FOR LOVE AND OTHER DRAMATIC ADAPTATIONS 
All for Love, or The World Well Lost is easily Dryden's best-
known and most highly regarded play. Since its opening at Drury Lane 
in December of 1677, it has sho•~ remarkable vitality, having appeared 
on the public stage rather frequently well into the second half of the 
eighteenth century; Knipp's account of its stage history shows that it 
was in this period that All for Love "came into its own, long holding 
an honored place on the board," and attracting most of the leading 
actors of the time.l It is curious to note that it crossed the waters 
in the last decade of the eighteenth century, being performed as a 
benefit in Charleston, South Carolina, on June 30, 1794. 2 According 
to Knipp, however, All for Love "simply faded from the picture" by 
the middle of the nineteenth century.3 It has been revived a few 
lGeorge W. Knipp, "The Stage His tory of John Dryden's Plays," 
unpubl. diss. (John Hopkins, 1938), pp. 133-142. 
2Knipp, p. 158. A local reviewer cited by Knipp betrays both 
naive unawareness of Dryden's play and enthusiasm for it: "The plot 
and general desigr. is borrowed evidently from Shakespeare's Antony 
and Cleopatra ~iE), whom he has greatly surpassed in point of regu-




times in the twentieth century, twice by amateurs and bvice by pro-
fessional troups.4 Amateur performances account for its presentation 
on June 5 and 9, 1914, in a public hall in Holborn, and for its revival 
at Merton College, Oxford, February 2 and 3, 1922. A proposed American 
revival which was to occur in New York during the 1926-27 season never 
materialized. 
The critical reputation of All for Love has roughly paralleled 
its stage history, although Dr. Johnson's views are a little more re-
served than some others of his day. Johnson's regard for the play "by 
universal consent accounted the work in which he has admitted the few-
est improprieties of style or character" is seriously qualified by his 
moral objections to Dryden's treatment of "the romantick omnipotence 
of Love" which presents "as laudable and worthy of imitation that con-
duct which, through all ages, the good have censured as vicious, and 
the bad despised as foolish."5 
Byron D. Murray has shoWn in his chapter on the reputation of 
Dryden as a dramatist prior to 1870, that All for Love has generally 
been excepted from the typical nineteenth-century condemnation of 
Dryden's dramas . 6 Nevertheless, All for Love was at a low ebb in 
4The material on twentieth-century performances is taken from 
Knipp, p. 160. See also Summers, The Restoration Theatre (London, 
1934), p. 327 . 
S"John Dryden," Lives of the English Poets, ed. George Birkbeck 
Hill, I (O·xford, 1905), 361. 
6"Lowell' s Criticism of Dryden and Pope," unpubl. diss. (State 
University of Iowa, 1945), pp. 102-108 . 
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nineteenth-century criticism, in spite of general faint praise and 
occasional enthusiasm. Macaulay seems unwilling even to except this 
play from his general condemnation of Dryden's inability to create 
"real characters" in his plays, a gift which he considers "the peculiar 
and appropriate excellence of the drama"; and yet he considers this one 
of Dryden's best plays.7 
James Russell Lowell is also typical of Victorian critics when he 
centers his discussion of Dryden's ineptitude as a dramatist on his 
characters: "Except in 'All for Love' ••• there is no trace of real 
passion in any of his tragedies. This, indeed, is inevitable, for 
there are no characters, but only personages, in any except that."8 
Lowell's discussion, however, is innocent of nearly any specific 
analysis and limited to the general observation that All for Love "is, 
in many respects, a noble play," with the scene beuveen Antony and 
Ventidius singled out for special praise . 9 Lowell extracts a few 
brief passages out of the dramatic context in order to praise the 
blank verse, in which, Lowell says, Dryden "vindicates his claim as 
a poet . His diction gets wings, and both his verse and his thought 
become capable of a reach which was denied to them when set in the 
7"John Dryden" j_l82§..7, Critical, Historical and Miscellaneous 
Essays , I (New York , 1877), 352, 360. 
8 - -
''Dryden" j_l87Q/, Among My Books (Boston, 1895), p. 57 . 
9Pages 57-58. 
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in the stocks of the couplet." 10 Here, obviously, Dryden as a poet 
is &ssociated from Dryden as a dramatist, and worse yet, his verse 
and thought dissociated from each other. But the total effect of all 
this is clearly to except All for Love from the condemnation given it 
by the more severe Macaul ay. 
John Churton Collins's comments on the play in his littl e essay 
on Dryden (1878) are brief and superfici al; he calls it an Aristotelian 
version of Shakespeare's play but then goes on to say that "to compare 
All for Love with Antony and Cleopatra would be to compare works which, 
in all that pertains to the essence of poetry and tragedy, differ not 
in degree merely but in kind." 11 He considers Dryden's play "~-lith 
three or four exceptions, superior to anything produced by his con-
temporaries," and in the typical manner of nineteenth-century dramatic 
criticism, evaluates the pl ay mainly in terms of its characters: "If 
his Cleopatra is wretched, his Antony is powerfully sketched." 12 
George Saintsbury ' s high regard for All for Love is partly the 
product of his emphasis on the difference between it and Shakespeare ' s 
drama, 13 a distinction in the criticism of All for Love which usually 
lOpage 62. 
ll"John Dryden" 1187'§/ , Essays and Studies (London, 1895), pp. 36-37. 
12Page 37. 
13Dryden (New York, 1881), pp. 58-59. 
the same points in his !ntro~uction to the 
(London and New York, 1 19041/), pp. 82-83. 
Saintsbury makes essenti a lly 
Selected Plays of Dryden 
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makes for fresh and favorable views. Saintsbury singles out for parti-
cular praise the famous scene between Antony and Ventidius. 14 He is 
also especially sanguine in his comments on Dryden ' s blank verse, 
which he considers greatly superior to the decadent blank verse of 
previous decades. 15 All in all, Saintsbury's remarks on All for Love 
are quite complimentary, if surprisingly brief and undetailed. 
The observations of A. W. Ward in his History of English Dramatic 
Literature (1899) are perfunctory but representative. He praises the 
play for the regularity of its construction, and notes that it is rather 
unlike Shakespeare's in scope. 16 His comments center around Dryden's 
abi lities in the delineation of character; Dryden's Antony is pretty 
well done although he "lacks elevation," while "his Cl eopatra is com-
. paratively uninteresting. nl7 
Thomas R. Lounsbury's comparison of All for Love with Antony and 
Cleopatra (1901) is a flagrant illustration of what happens to Dryden 
at this point in the hands of an egregious bardolater. With a writer 
who credits Shakespeare \vith "almost divine insight and intuition 
which enabled him to comprehend at a glance that complete whole of 
14 Page 59. 
15page 59. 
l6A History of English Dramatic Literature to the Death of Queen 
Anne , III (London, 1899), 372-373. 
l7pages 372-373. 
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which other men, after painful toil, learn but a beggarly part," 18 
Dryden's variations on a Shakesperean theme do not stand a chance. 
In fact, Lounsbury begins his remarks on the two plays \-lith the 
assumption that "no one, of course, would think of placing the latter 
author by the side of the former, least of all in dramatic power: the 
comparison, therefore, cannot fairly be extended to results, but must 
be limited to the methods employed."l9 Lounsbury's analysis is, in-
deed, mainly concerned with the differences in the construction of 
the two dramas, but he also compares the leading characters in each, 
greatly to Dryden's disadvantage. He finds that Dryden has debased 
the theme so that "his whole play is made to turn upon the infatuation 
for Cleopatra which has taken possession of the Roman commander," 
since his Antony is reduced to "little more than a sentimental love-
sick swain, while the Egyptian Queen has lost nearly every one of the 
characteristics with which she has impressed the ages, and is exhib-
ited to us as displaying the behavior of a tender-hearted, affectionate, 
and wholly romantic school-girl. rr20 In this context, Lounsbury ' s final 
concessions to Dryden's play as "after its kind, an excellent one," 
containing "passages of great power," are extremely condescending, 
18shakespeare as a Dramatic Artist, with an Account of His 
Reputation at Various Periods (New York, 1901), p. 96. 
19Page 95. 
20Page 97. 
not to mention his parting shot: "had its author been gifted with 
dramatic genius, as he was not, he t-muld doubtless have made it far 
more effective."21 
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The j udgments of William J. Courthope are the product of the same 
school of bardol atrous criticism. Courthope acknowledges faults in 
Shakespeare's management of the action and conversely praises Dryden 
for tightening up "the structure of the play, from a mechanical point 
22 
of view," in his "gallicized rendering of Antony and Cleopatra." 
"But in the spiritual representation of character and passion," says 
Courthope of Dryden's tragedy, 
its inferiority to Antony and Cleopatra is immense. In every word of 
Shakespeare .' s tragedy the emotion of Antony and his mistress burns and 
glows: every word of All for Love, on the contrary, is part of a moral 
argument in verse. The arguments are admirably opposed to each other, 
but they do not arise so much out of the character and the conduct of 
the persons supposed to be speaking, as out of the skill and invention 
of the poet. Dr yden's Antony is a feeble vacillating sensualist, who 
changes his mind according as he is ~wayed by what seems the stronges! 
consideration of the moment. . . . 1His Cleopatra, on the other hand~ 
is no longer "Egypt" or "the serpent of old Nile," but the practical 
advocate and declaimer who conducts the argument on the side of Love.23 
In general, according to Courthope, as long as Dryden keeps his 
characters "within the sphere of orCJ.tory, debate, satire, or reflection, 
21 Page 98. 
22
"John Dryden and the Romantic Drama after the Restoration," 
History of English Poetry, IV (London, 1903), 417. 
23pages 417-418. 
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he delights us with the greatness of his style. But when they have 
to speak or act in such a manner as to move the passions, and especially 
the passion of love, he fails completely."24 Courthope's views, be-
sides being prejudiced in favor of Shakespeare, are predicated on the 
assumption that the essence of drama is its ability to "move the 
passions," through the emotions of splendid characters. Implicit 
also in his reading is the view that Dryden has constructed his play in 
terms of the conflicts typical of the heroic play. 
The treatment afforded All for Love in Fred W. Kilbourne's 
Alterations and Adaptations of Shakespeare (1906) is extremely cursory, 
perhaps because "Dryden's dramatic masterpiece," as he sees it, "is 
not an alteration of Shal~espeare, but a new play, professedly in 
imitation of him, on the same subject," and hence does not fit so well 
as the other two Shakesperean adaptations, his thesis that "the plays 
were altered in order to make them conform as much as possible to cer-
tain rules foreign to the spirit and practice of the romantic drama."25 
But the bardolater ' s prejudice is also evident in Kilbourne's 
exaggeration of Dryden's critical strictures against Shakespeare, and 
in his calling it "fatuous" that Dryden should attempt "to improve two 
of the great dramatist's best plays."26 
24page 422. 
25(Boston, 1906), pp. 173, 18. 
26Pages 8-9. 
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Ashley Thorndike, who is often independent of current vogues in 
his judgments, is not in bondage to the trend to disparage Dryden's 
play beside its greater original. In addition to his approval of the 
way Dryden "set the fashion and led the 'Way back to blank verse and 
to Shakespeare" when he gave up the couplet and the heroic play, 
the r e is a fine appreciative passage on All for Love that for its 
time stands with the praise of Saintsbury as a high-water mark in 
Victorian impressionistic criticism: 
That a certain improvement is accomplished cannot be denied. The in-
coherent profusion of scenes, the host of distracting incidents are 
reduced to order, the unities of time and place give a directness and 
rapidity to the action that "Antony and Cleopatra" greatly lacks. In 
characterization and poetry Dryden ' s play is, to be sure, not comparable 
with Shakespeare ' s but in both respects it far surpasses the numerous 
other English dramas on the subject. This is faint praise. By follow-
ing Shakespeare without imita~ing him, and by adapting a play to the 
stage requirements of the day without bowing to the absurdities of the 
heroic models, Dryden succeeded in producing a great and original 
poetic drama . Not in response to mere theatrical fashion or to French 
taste or theory, but in response to the inspiration of Shakespeare 
came the finest product of Restoration tragedy.27 
Although this high praise is not founded on anything remotely approach-
ing close study (it appears as a brief discussion in a book devoted to 
the whole reach of English tragedy), it contains perceptions that more 
modern criticism was to reassert. 
George R. Noyes, on the other hand, has radical reservations about 
27Tragedy (Boston, 1908), pp. 260-261. 
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the worth of Dryden ' s best play. He sees Dryden's characters as tainted 
by his work with the heroic drama, so that his Antony turns out to be 
"the conventional lover of the French romances " instead of Shakespeare ' s 
" l iving and breathing hero," while his Cleopatra "loses her intellectual 
brilliancy and her 'infinite variety' and becomes a fond and faithful 
mistress. "28 One can make little of Noyes 1 s curious observation that 
"the speeches of Antony and Cleopatra, though they may express con-
ventional emotion, are so masterly in expression that, as one reads, 
their fundamental unreality is concealed."29 This business about the 
"fundamental unreality" of Dryden's characters is nonsense, of course--
what "reality" do the characters in a play have except through the 
"expression" of the play itself? His charge that "All for Love , like 
the heroic plays, is narrative rather than dramatic in its structure,"30 
is supported by no further discussion. Noyes also includes a touch of 
moral criticism after the example of Dr. Johnson, in hi~ complaint 
that the play is "not free from the taint of low morality that dis-
figures the whole Restoration drama. The pl ay, with all its dignity 
and power, is but a panegyric on il.licit love . 11 31 
2811Dryden as a Dramatist," Selected Dramas of Dryden with The 
Rehearsal (Chicago and New York, 1910), p. xlvii. 




A more important little essay on All for Love is the Introduction 
by William Strunk, Jr., to his edition of All for Love and The Spanish 
Friar . Strunk represents a tendency to soften the attack on Dryden 
without abandoning the method of comparison with Antony and Cleopatra, 
and without shifting the emphasis from the character study sort of 
dramatic criticism. According to Strunk, "the greatest achievements 
of dramatic genius /are/ to observe with just vision and preserve for 
all time an epoch of national life; to create characters that seem to 
have life and impulse of their own, independent of their creator; to 
rise above the immediate theme and make a finite story illumine the 
great mysteries that baffle humanity," and these goals were "beyond 
his reach . " 32 In spite of his comparative method, and in spite of the 
A. C. Bradley approach to Shakespeare, which would be expected to work 
havoc on Dryden, Strunk thinks that Dryden's plays have been under-
valued ever since Macaulay, and that a new appreciation is due.33 He 
calls All for Love "a masterpiece of sentimental tragedy," which dis-
plays the qualities of "great technical art," "brilliant rhetoric, 
and at times ... genuine inspiration."34 
One of the reasons for Mr. Strunk's generosity in his treatment 
of Dryden is that he recognizes that Dryden's "imitation" is quite 
32All for Love and The Spanish Fryar (Boston and London, ll9ll/), 
p. xli. 
33Page xli . 
34page xi . . 
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free, done in a different spirit, even though it is full of Shakesperean 
echoes. 35 And yet, basically, Strunk does not overthrow the traditional 
judgments of the comparative critics: All for Love reduces by simpli-
fication the rich complexities of Antony and Cleopatra into "a story 
of individuals, a personal romance, where Antony and Cleopatra is the 
picture of an age, a vast spectacle presenting the fate of an empire 
as well as the fortunes of single actors."36 Moreover, S.hakespeare's 
magnificent and complex characters become in Dryden's hands "a perfect-
ly intelligible pair of almost conventional tragic lovers. " 37 And Dry-
den · s dialogue lacks "the fire and color and life" of Shakespeare's, 
and the passage describing Cleopatra in her barge is impoverished be-
cause Dryden took it out of the mouth of cynical Enobarbus and gave 
it to love-sick Antony.38 Nevertheless, Mr. Strunk finds a few passages 
in which Dryden's poetry is "almost worthy of his master."39 
A. W. Verrall's chapter on All for Love in his Lectures on Dryden 
(1914) is another piece of impressionistic criticism that treats Dry-
den's play favorably. Although Verrall recognizes the relationship 
to Antony and Cleopatra and makes some of the usual observations about 







ability in "character-drawing" in his work on the lesser characters 
like Alexas, Ventidius, and Dolabella--and then decides that comparison 
with Shakespeare is 11 inevitable indeed but not much to the purpose.n40 
Verrall also defends Dryden's play against the charge of Noyes that 
heroic elements survive in it to spoil Dryden's characters.41 His 
basic critical method, however, is no method at all: Verrall "analyzes" 
Dryden ' s play act by act in a series of observations which all too often 
are characterized by polite reference to "some fine passages" which he 
excerpts and strings together in a series of quotations as self-evi-
dently splendid passages of poetry.42 Perhaps most flagrant is his 
handling of the description of Cleopatra in her barge, in which he 
points out what Dryden lost by transferring the speech to Antony, 
and then avoids the critical performance by noting that 11 the reader 
has before him the material for forming a judgement, and I will leave 
the subject."43 
Allardyce Nicoll's little book, Dryden as an Adapter of Shakes-
peare, treats All for Love with almost as disparaging a tone as his 
discussion of the other adaptations. His praise of Dryden's play as 





great, in spite of its inferiority to Shakespeare's, is radically 
qualified by his view that it is "a classicized specimen of the heroic 
school. 1144 Thus, Professor Nicoll compares Dryden ' s Antony with 
Almanzor and his Cleopatra with her counterpart in the heroic play. 
Antony displays "the same prowess, the same psychology that seems to 
see no more than two emotions, Love and Honour, the same preternatural 
nobility. Like Antony, Cleopatra is a being of simple feelings, a 
sister of the true heroic heroine, and Dolabella, with a like con-
test in his heart, is the typical hero's friend, reproducing his 
emotion ... 4S He repeats these judgments in condensed form in his 
volume on Restoration drama, in a rather surprisingly brief dismissal 
of All for Love , while in his "Supplementary" section to the respective 
chapter added to his 1952 revision of this work, he takes note of the 
rise in the reputation of the play in more recent criticism, without 
committing himself one way or another . 46 
William Archer, it is curious to note, excepts Al l for Love from 
his nearly total condemnation of the English dramatic tradition. He 
does Dryden no great favor, actually, for his approval merely reflects 
his passion for the "well-made play"; Dryden's version, beside its 
chaotic and 'romantic original, seems to him to be "the greatest and 
44(London, 1922), pp. 20-21. 
45Pages 20-21 . 
46A History of Restoration Drama, 1660-1700 (Cambridge, 1923), 
p . 167. Cf. 4th edition (Cambridge, 1952), pp . 179-180 . 
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rarest tragic play of its age." 47 Archer has a thesis to prove, and 
he does not linger to make his preference much more explicit. 
The views of Hazelton Spencer in his book Shakespeare Improved 
(1927) are significant if not highly original. His statement that 
All for Love is not really an alteration of Shakespeare's play, but a 
48 
new form of the old story, accounts both for the brevity of his 
treatment of the play and for his relative kindness to it. True, 
Spencer makes the usual complaint about how Dryden reduced the com-
plexities of the main characters to types of a ruling passion, and he 
adopts, without support, the theory that the heroic drama has in-
fluenced Dryden's treatment.49 Nevertheless, mainly as a result of 
his high regard for the poetry of Dryden's fifth act, he goes beyond 
stereotyped praise of Dryden's "technical excellence" to assert that 
"its final impression is certainly that of a first-rate piece of tragic 
writing."50 
An article by T. P. Harrison, Jr., published in 1927, studies 
the alteration of the role of Alexas in Dryden ' s version. Harrison 
shows how Dryden enlarged Alexas' part from his role in Antony and 
Cleopatra ("a nonentity") and thus contributed to the reduction of 
4_7The Old Drama and the New: An Essay in Revaluation (Boston, 1923), 
pp. 150-151. 
48shakespeare Improved: The Restoration Versions in Quarto and on 




"the admirable self-suff~ciency of Shakespeare's queen ... sl Harrison's 
main thesis, that Dryden's version of Alexas "was to some extent in-
spired by Shakespeare ' s lago, and that frequently both in language and 
situation the later play is further reminiscent of Othello" is developed 
by convincing citation andmalysis of parallels.52 D. T. Starnes the 
next year followed up Harrison's work on Othello and All for Love with 
a study that documents verbal echoes and sometimes parallels from 
other Shakesperean plays, including As You Like It, Julius Caesar, 
Hamlet, Macbeth, and Othello again, all conspiring to show that Dryden's 
use of Shakespeare "was even more extensive than Dryden himself ad-
mitted."S3 
Malcolm Elwin's remarks on All for Love are brief, consisting 
mainly of clich~s of the negative sort. He comments superficially on 
the inadequacy of Dryden's characterization of Cleopatra, besides 
Shakespeare's, and then after calling it a "happy adaptation and the 
best sentimental melodrama he ever achieved," Elwin says that "the con-
struction lacks the majestic swell of Shakespeare, but it is a piece of 
clever craftsmanship, calculated to afford excellent entertainment."54 
Sl"Othello as a Model for Dryden ' s All for Love," Studies in English 
(University of Texas), No. 7 (Nov. 15, 1927), p. 136. 
52Pages 136-141. 
53' 'More about Dryden as an Adapter of Shakespeare," Studies in 
English (University of Texas), No. 8 (July 8, 1928)., pp. 100-106. 
54The Playgoer's Handbook to Restoration Drama (New York, 1l92~/), 
pp. 92-93. 
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The tag "sentimental melodrama" is an obvious evasion of the word 
"tragedy," while "clever craftsmanship" is the faint praise with which 
the bardolaters usually damn Dryden's play. 
In his Introduction to the World Classics edition of Five Restoration 
Tragedies (1928) and again more fully in his chapter on "Cleopatra and 
/ 
'That Criticall Warr '" in Restoration Tragedy (1929), Bonamy Dobree 
goes farther in his praise of Dryden's version than any recent writer 
who has compared the two plays. In the former essay Dobr{e makes the 
observation that "it was at one time, indeed for a very long time, 
fashionable to decry it in comparison with Antony and Cleopatra,"55 a 
remark which does not, perhaps, do justice to those who were still 
doing just that in the 1920's, but which pays due recognition to the 
growing tendency to consider Dryden's achievement in its own right. 
Dobree's little appreciative essay goes all out for Dryden, claiming 
that "though Shakespeare's play contains finer poetry than Dryden could 
ever write ••• Dryden's has a more tragic effect."56 Apparently, how-
ever, Dob~e is either carried away by a gust of enthusiasm, or else he 
has, by an effort of historical imagination, adopted the values and 
the concept of tragedy developed under the influence of the heroic 
play, for he admits that "the terror in Shakespeare is felt to be part 
of the fatal warp of life" while "that of Dryden is transmuted into 
55(0xford, 1928), p. xi. 
56Page xi. 
413 
admiration for the hero. "57 He calls the earlier Cleopatra a "flashy 
vulgarian described by Plutarch, and taken over whole by Shakespeare," 
while Dryden's version is "the type of tragedy queen . "S8 The subjec-
tive nature of Dobr~e's appreciation is best seen, it seems to me, in 
his praise of Dryden's manipulation of the tragic emotions, which he 
admits are more restricted than in Shakespeare, and yet "at all events 
the internal movement of his drama, the way the emotions of his charac-
ters, and our own emotions, are ordered and modulated; the dignity of 
the poetry which though full of sentiment is never sentimental, make 
the play a sublime piece of organ music, a gem of literature which 
may be read again and again, and which does not lose upon the stage."59 
The later study is more detailed and methodical in its investi-
gation of the question of "how much is gained or thrown away by 
writing within certain limits, and whether the profit outweighs the 
possible loss."60 This approach carries the battle into the territory 
/ 
of the Shakespereans, for Dobree compares Dryden's more carefully 
ordered and restricted play with Shakespeare ' s "panoramic method," 
to the advantage, as he sees it, of the later dramatist. He accuses 
57Page xiii . 
58Page xii. 
59Page xiii. 
60Restoration Tragedy (Oxford, 1929), p. 67. This chapter is re-
printed from TLS , Oct. 11, 1928, pp. 717-718 . It touches also on Samuel 
Daniel ' s Cleopatra. 
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Shakespeare of giving us not a well-constructed tragedy, but merely 
the materials for a tragedy, imperfectly and incomp l etely assimilated 
from North's Plutarch , full of extraneous incident, and lacking in a 
specific theme (it has, rather, a "general tragic theme"). 61 Dryden's 
play, on the other hand, gains by having a more specific, more narrow-
ly defined conflict, as well as by being constructed more regularly.62 
According to this view, the usually deplored narrower range of emotions 
(and hence, simplification of character) is more an advantage than a 
loss. 
, 
And on the subject of poetic language, Dobree again gives the 
laurels to Dryden, not for superior blank verse, for his is much less 
flexible than Shakespeare ' s, but for its "more measured and restrained 
flow. "63 
In preferring a more explicit theme and Augustan qualities of 
verse, Dobr~e dissociates himself from the values of modern poetic 
and dramatic criticism with its emphasis on richness of overtones, 
large and small ambiguities, and levels of meaning. When he admits 
that "it is Shakespeare ' s poetic genius in the use of metaphor, his 
incomparable capacity for marrying ideas, his irresistible mind working 
ever on the word and making it flesh, which makes his play more universal 
61Pages 70-73. 
62p ages 70-71. 
63pages 79-82. 
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than Dryden's," he is giving away too much to the opposition. 64 And 
beside this admission, his claim that All for Love is "more decisively 
a tragedy" because Antony and Cleopatra is "too diffuse, containing 
too many emotional values, in number beyond the power of ordering,"65 
simply cannot stand up to modern critical values. Dobr~e gives All 
for Love such an apology as Dryden himself would likely have applaud-
ed, but by twentieth-century standards (not to mention the Victorians) 
his praise and peculiar blame are both excessive. 
Three minor critical views may be grouped together for ready 
treatment. An unimportant and wrong-headed bit of criticism is the 
Introduction by William A. Clark, Jr. to his facsimile edition of 
All for Love, in which he excuses Dryden's "plagiarism" from Shakes-
peare by citing Shakespeare's "equally •.• flagrant plagiarism" 
from Plutarch. 66 Clark's essay repeats most of the old cliches about 
the virtues of Dryden's construction and the inadequacies of his 
characterization. 67 Montague Summers' quarrelsome defense of All for 
Love against all comers is worth noting not because of its absurd 
claim that the play is "flawless, judged by any standard," but because 
its main line of defense is to insist that a comparison with Antony 
64pages 89-90. 
65pages 89-90. 
66(san Francisco, 1929), p. xviii. 
67Pages xii-xxix. 
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and Cleopatra is a mistake and an irrelevant approach to Dryden's 
play. 68 And finally, Harley Granville-Barker's discussion of All for 
Love grants it grudging praise as "very well made" and praises it be-
cause it represents Dryden's abandonment of the folly of heroic couplet 
for the superior dramatic form, blank verse.69 
T. S. Eliot ' s discussion of All for Love, of course, is more 
important than any of these. Perhaps most significant in his approach 
is his warning at the outset against the advisability of considering 
it in comparison with Shakespeare ' s tragedy, "a comparison which is 
not in kind." 70 Not that Mr. Eliot holds so great a brief for Dryden 
that he is unwilling to put the two side by side, for he does just 
that when he says that "Shakespeare's play ... is very much greater--
though not necessarily a much finer ~."71 But he recognizes that 
in order to give Dryden his due, it must be considered on its own 
merits. 
Mr. Eliot ' s basic method of study is poetic analysis, and in the 
68 
"Introduction," Dryden: Dramatic \vorks, I (London, 1931), xcix-ci. 
69''Wycherley and Dryden," On Dramatic Method (London, 1931), pp. 
152-153. 




case of All for Love the analysis is not very extensive. Of the two 
main points he makes, one is a rather cryptic distinction between the 
poetic and the dramatic in poetic drama, in which he compares parallel 
passages, first between Dryden ' s play and Shakespeare's, but primarily 
between All for Love and Chapman's Bussy D'Ambois . He comes to the 
mysterious conclusion that if Chapman "departs too far from the direct 
stage action into the second world which the visual symbolises; Dryden 
is also excessively poetic, by lavishing such fine poetry in the di-
rect action. Chapman has only overtone; and Dryden has none. But if 
you consider the lines of Dryden solely as poetry, or solely as drama, 
you cannot find a flaw in them." 72 Just what this last means, I am not 
quite sure, but it suggests to rna a distinction in dramatic analysis 
that is at least analogous to his concept of the dissociation of sensi-
bility. At any rate, this passage denies both to Dryden and to Chapman 
the integral quality of "poetic drama" that it finds in Shakespeare. 
Eliot's highest praise (and this seems to be the chief basis for 
his esteem) for All for Love is reserved for Dryden's dramatic blank 
verse. He avoids comparison with Shakespeare again, preferring rather 
to value it mainly for its salutary influence as "the norm of blank 
verse for later blank verse playwrights."73 He lauds Dryden for his 
"miracle of revivification" that "so completely /avoids/ the bad 
- -
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influence of the last followers of Shakespeare. 1174 As a matter of fact, 
he goes so far as to "hazard an heretical and contestable opinion: 
that later blank verse dramatists have written better verse when they 
wrote more like Dryden, and worse blank verse when they were conscious 
of Shakespeare." 75 This is not, of course, to minimize Shakespeare's 
blank verse beside Dryden ' s, for again he avoids a direct comparison. 
A very different approach to All for Love is taken by Miss Dorothy 
Burrows, who finds it "the high point of French influence on Dryden's 
drama" and emphasizes the influence of Racine in "its psychological 
treatment of action, its concentration on the study of passion, its 
observance of the dramatic unities and its relative restraint."76 
Yet, when she comes to consider whether the influence actually derives 
from Racine, or whether it comes from general neo-classical theory 
(which, of course, bears the stamp of French criticism) she finds it 
"impossible to determine." 77 
A further milestone in the modern reputation of All for Love is 
F. R. Leavis 's "critical exercise" tha,t compares Shakespeare ' s tragedy 
with Dryden's. Taking as his point of departure Bonamy Dobr~e's claim 
that Antony and Cleopatra "contains finer poetry than Dryden could ever 
74Page 35. 
75Page 35. 
76"The Relation of Dryden's Serious Plays and Dramatic Criticism to 
Contemporary French Literature," unpubl. diss. (University of Illinois, 
1933), pp. 302-303. 
77Page 303. 
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write," but that "Dryden ' s has a more tragic effect," Leavis proceeds 
to demolish Dobr6e's position by superb explication of Shakespeare ' s 
poetry. For him, of course, the superiority in poetry that Dobree 
concedes to the master "makes it seem . • • absurd to compare the two 
plays in tragic effect (not , to speak of attributing the other superiority 
to Dryden)."78 Mr. Leavis asserts the "irmnediately felt superiority 
in the life of the verse" of Shakespeare's tragedy over against the 
"merely descriptive eloquence" of Dryden's dramatic blank verse in 
a subtle and penetrating poetic analysis that devotes more space and 
greater critical energy to Shakespeare than to Dryden.79 When he does 
turn to the later poet, Leavis attacks his tendency to simile, or 
metaphor as obvious as simile, which is always constructed "of simple, 
illustrative, point-by-point correspondence," with "never any com-
plexity, confusion or ambiguity."80 Leavis's discussion of Dryden ' s 
characters accuses him of describing persons that "exist only in a 
world of stage postures," as opposed to Shakespeare ' s, who "have a life 
corresponding to the life of the verse."81 (This last sentence, in-
cidentally, clearly distinguishes the approach to characterization of 
78 11 
'Antony and Cleopatra 1 and 'All for Love 1 : A Critical Exercise, 11 





an outstanding modern critic from the appreciations of character done 
by earlier critics who value · sh~kespeare's dramatis personae because 
they seem to have a life of their own that continues in the reader's 
imagination after he has "met" them in the play). Finally, Mr. Leavis 
pays the usual respects to Dryden ' s accomplishment in his play as "a 
highly skilled craftsman, working at his job from the outside," but 
the "workmanship'.' which produces merely "synunetry," and "a neat and 
obvious design, a balanced arrangement of heroic confrontations and 
' big scenes"' is not a quality to be set alongside Shakespeare's 
subtle, if untidy, poetic drama. 82 
The discussion of All for Love by Walther Traub in his investi-
gation Auffasung und Gestaltung der Cleopatra in der englischen 
Literatur (1937) is clearly in the character study tradition of dra-
matic criticism, and his approach is limited in its critical value by 
his nearly exclusive interest in Cleopatra, although he deals hastily 
with other characters, such as Antony, or Ventidius, Dryden's 
"grtlsster Triumph."83 If his judgments in the main seem rather con-
ventional (the treatment of Cleopatra by Dryden and the Restoration 
drama is a process of "VerkUlrung und Verbnrgerlichung" from the com-
plex creature of Shakespeare and Elizabethan drama84), he qualifies 
82 Page 165. 
83 (WUrzburg, 1937), p. 51. 
84page 48. 
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the commonplace notion that "Drydens Cleopatra ist sicher weniger 
schillernd und vieldeutig als ihre grosse Vorg~ngerin" by the idea 
h " 1 h .. . 85 that s e ist aus weicherem Ho z geschnitzt als i re Vorganger~n." 
Traub thinks that a careful study of Dryden's Cleopatra, "einer 
.. 
getreulichen Sammlung aller ZUge and Ausserungen, einer vergleichenden 
Gesamtbetrachtung" shows her to be varied in her emotional states 
(mostly variations in the qualities of love) if not so complex as 
her original. 86 
A study of "The Imagery of 'All for Love"' done in 1940 by Kenneth 
Muir examines the language of Dryden's play in detail, but his con-
elusions do not disturb the main critical tradition. He finds Shakes-
peare's play more poetically conceived than Dryden ' s, whose style is 
"sometimes sublime, but . . • more frequently rhetorical, sometimes . 
bombastic, and occasionally flat. His imagery is at time commonplace 
and at times elaborate; it is frequently derived from Daniel and 
Shakespeare, and it is sometimes false. His images do not spring 
naturally from his theme ..• ; they are improvised; and though they 
may illuminate separate ideas, feelings, and even characters and 
scenes, they serve to destroy rather than to create the unity of the 
whole. All for Love," then, according to Mr. Muir, "is a fine tragedy 
85Pages 50, 53. 
86Pages S0-55. 
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decorated with poetry" rather than "a poetic tragedy."87 
An important comparative study of Dryden ' s play with Shakespeare's 
is the closely packed criticism by Miss Ruth Wallerstein in a 1943 
article on "Dryden and the Analysis of Shakespeare's Techniques," 
which seeks to get at Dryden's methods and aims through his concepts 
of Shakespeare's drama, and through his transmutation of Shakesperean 
material. Miss Wallerstein asserts that "Dryden from the first re-
garded the presentation of passion as Shakespeare's supreme gift," and 
that his aim was to imitate Shakespeare's presentation of passion in 
character relationships. 88 The source of Dryden's misunderstanding of 
that aspect of Shakespeare which he admired most, then, is not merely 
that he has sentimentalized the characters, as some have claimed, but 
that he "is not able to see passion as it is in Shakespeare--the inte-
gral product of present experience and habitual individual character . 
ij.e conceives of it as typical and fixed," that is, "as typical of an 
emotional response to a generic situation and not as arising from a 
87Proceedings of the Leeds Philosophical and Literarx Society, V 
(Feb . , 1940), 140-147. 
88REs , XIX (April, 1943), 169. Miss Wallerstein's approach here . 
is the basis for a discussion of All for Love by Friench Simpson, Jr . , 
in his dissertation "The Relationship between Character and Action in 
Neo-Classical Tragedy, with Special Reference to Some Plays by John 
Dryden" (Stanford University, 1950), pp . 507-533 . Simpson sees the 
play as a study in a successions of passions: "the end and essence 
is passion, particularly that of love, which though described as 
'unlawful' in the 'Preface,' is idealized in the play itself." 
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particular tragic stress and in the particular character. which alone 
would have felt them under that stress"--"hence it is that he unites 
passages from so many plays."89 
In her comments on the differences between Dryden ' s and Shakes-
peare's imagery Miss Wallerstein says that Dryden surpasses, under 
Shakespeare's inspiration, his usual performance, giving us "an 
abundance of concrete diction, both direct and figurative," although 
at the same time she agrees with Leavis that the figures are largely 
limited to simile or metaphor r?0 Dryden intermixes "reflective and 
dramatic speech in a way that interrupts psychological continuity," 
however, in his conscious effort to imitate the language of Shakes-
' . 1 91 peare s emotLona passages. 
Miss Wallerstein in her final evaluation weighs Dryden's in-
cidental accomplishments against his over-all failure in a balance 
of issues that requires quotation at some length: 
In the play as a whole, Dryden's attempt could not succeed. Dryden 
moved in a spiritually shallow milieu, and was himself of a vulgar 
spirit, or subject to a vulgar spirit, in many areas of life which 
had part in the play . The Cleopatra-Octavia scene is added to the 
ma~tresse t endre . The spiritual Elizabethan .conception of the individ-
ual and of his relation to the world was irretrievably gone from Dryden: 
the ethic of Racinian drama lay equally outside the perception of Re-
storation society; and no social conception of the individual .•• had 
yet ripened. The age had no great conception of tragedy and no great 
heroes. Moreover, the habit of the heroic plays clung to Dryden's 
imagination. And his very wish to unite so much of what by the instinct 
89Page 173. 
9°Page 175. Elsewhere (in a note) she denies that Dryden's approach 
to language is "merely technical." 
91Page 176. 
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of his genius he felt of the greatness in the two worlds of Shakespeare 
and the age of reason doomed the play to essential failure and disunity.92 
In spite of this view of the spiritual impoverishment out of which Dryden 
and his art emerged, Miss Wallerstein attaches considerable value to Dry-
den's daring experiment: 
· And yet the magnitude of his accomplishment is great, whether we view 
it for himself or in relation to anything else in the poetry and the 
criticism of his day. By the sheer study of Shakespeare's passions and 
language, Dryden carried himself into a much larger world than any in 
which he had earlier lived. He freed and brought into play his real ob-
servation of human nature; he achieved, though only in fragments, poetry 
of an immediacy in its power to relate thought and experience of the 
world, such as no after imitator has come near; he learned, once for all, 
to unite the rhythms of normal speech with the formal measures of verse 
as only he and Shakespeare can. And the play was one of his great 
assertions of the significance of the imagination.93 
Another important document in the reputation of All for Love in 
modern criticism is the structural analysis done in 1947 by Moody E. 
Prior, who regards this as not only Dryden's best play, but "without 
question .•. the best tragedy of its age."94 One important reason 
for Dryden's success, Prior asserts, is that "no other of Shakespeare's 
plays lent itself so readily to the typical Restoration plot structure" 
with its "conflicts of love and honor, decisions that held empire and 
92Page 183. 
93Pages 183-184. 
94"Tragedy and the Heroic Play," The Language of Trage.dy (New York, 
1947), p. 192. 
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joy in the balance, great personages, undying loyalties."95 He sees 
the basic design of the play as built around the vacillation of Antony 
"as two opposing sides win him over by one appeal or another, " so that 
"each fluctuation makes more permanent his separation from Cleopatra 
or more difficult his saving of the empire."96 This view of Dryden's 
plot, which is easily reconciled with Miss Wallerstein's view that 
Dryden was interested in scenes where characters are involved in 
emotional conflict, also leads to an explanation of Dryden ' s "radical 
alteration in the characterization," especially in the instances of 
Alexas and Cleopatra, that is very close to the remarks of Miss Waller-
stein on the same subject.97 
Prior's analysis turns from the level of plot to that of language, 
which he thinks reflects the conflicting forces working on Antony. 
This approach credits Dryden with a more integrally dramatic imagery 
than previous critics have been willing to concede, dramatic poetry 
which is vitiated by "an occasional t .hinness and lack of concentration 
in the images," but which in the final analysis succeeds as a "union of 
the poetical resources of language and the requirements of dramatic 
95Pages 192-193. 
96Pages 193-196. 
97pages 193-196. See Wallerstein, pp. 170, 179-180. 
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form . "98 Prior gives special attention and effort to the "scheme of 
images which represent the appeal to Antony of these contrasting 
attractions" and to the differing groups of images, depending on the 
speaker, through which Cleopatra is presented . 99 
The tendency to treat All for Love as a play in its own right 
rather than as an imitation of Antony and Cleopatra is one of the 
characteristics that differentiates much recent criticism from the 
work of the bardolaters, although comparative study is probably both 
inevitable and inevitably hard on Dryden . David ichol Smith, for 
example, says that All for Love "is a transmutation, not an imitation" 
of Shakespeare's play, while Kenneth Young reflects the recent trend 
in his patently oversimple insistence that "the play is pure Dryden," 
"totally unlike Shakespeare's."100 And R. W. Stallman has used All 
for Love as an instance of the dangers of scholarly criticism. 
"Dryden's All for Love , " he says, "has its literary source in Shakes-
peare's Antony and Cleopatra , but the derived work is not a parallelism 
inasmuch as All for Love , though it renders the same subject and employs 
similar imagery, differs altogether from Antony and Cleopatra in its 
meaning, in its technique, and above all in its very conception."lOl 
98 Pages 210-211. 
99Pages 198-210 . 
lOOsmith, John Dryden (Cambridge, 1950), p. 43, and Young, John 
Dryden , a Critical Biography (London, 1954), pp. 100-101. 
lOl"The Scholar's Net: Literary Sources," College English , XVII 
(October, 1955), 25. 
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The scholar-critic runs the danger of failing to be a critic at all, 
for he tends to treat Dryden 1 s play "as an 1 adaptation' or 'imitation' 
of Antony and Cleopatra--as though Dryden's play were that and nothing 
more •••• Historical criticism looks like criticism but isn't, for 
what it ignores is the work as a thing in itself. ttl02 
The discussion of Dryden's best play in George Sherburn's account 
of "The Restoration and the Eighteenth Century" (1948), brief as it is, 
deserves mention because it is a standard work of reference, and be-
cause it reflects recent critical opinion. Sherburn sees All for Love 
as a tragedy, but one in which the humanity of the original is "artifi-
cialized in heroic terms," so that Antony is kin to Almanzor and 
Aureng-Zebe, and "Cleopatra much resembles a captive queen."l03 Yet, 
Professor Sherburn concedes, "All for Love remains the best of the 
plays that pour Elizabethan material into neo-classic French molds. 
Its blank verse is noble, its unity effective; if Shakespeare had never 
written, it would seem one of the most impressive monuments in English 
drama. It remains, in fact, from a literary point of view, the most 
dignified English tragedy in the tradition of the three unities . "104 
102Page 27. 
103 A Literary History of England, ed . Albert c. Baugh (New York, 
1948), p. 756. 
·l04page 756 . 
Another recent essay that shows how the estimate of Dryden's play 
rises when it is considered as different from Shakespeare's, is an 
article by Norman Suckling entitled "Dryden in Egypt: Reflexions on 
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All for Love." Insisting that Dryden was writing in "a different but 
equally interesting dramatic genre ," he finds much to praise in Dryden, 
for showing the possibilities of "poetry with an uncoloured vocabulary," 
and for writing a play that gives us "not the Shakesperean imagery 
(which is not what he was trying after), but a line which •.• has 
so finally summed up a situation, or an aspect of one, and penetrated 
so unerringly to its barest essentials, as to express it in words which 
are to the last degree justes without being rares."105 Suckling sees 
Dryden's play as an exploitation of the theme of love, and he spends 
a great deal of time and effort interpreting the emotions of Cleopatra 
as if she were a human being in real life. 106 
Allen R. Bevan, in his unpublished dissertation "Dryden as a 
Dramatic Artist" (1953), has traced the influence of the heroic play 
on the characterization and themes of All for Love , surely not a new 
approach to the play. His study makes competent discriminations, for 
he recognizes that All for Love is nearer to tragedy than anything Dry-
den accomplished in the heroic vein, and he accuses Allardyce Nicoll of 
105 Durham University Journal, XLV (Dec., 1952), 3. 
106 Page 4. 
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h . . h . . f h . 1 . h" d 107 overemp as1z1ng t e cont1nu1ty o e~o1c e ements 1n t 1s rama. 
Mr. Bevan makes an interesting, and I think fruitful, suggestion when 
he points out that whereas in the heroic play the passion of love is 
usually treated in its various aspects, good and evil, each represented 
by a character, in All for Love the destructive and the ennobling as-
pects are merged in Antony's love for Cleopatra, so that if the play 
is a study of the effects of love, it is not done in terms of a simple 
and conventional conflict between love and honor. 108 It is to this end, 
he says, that "Dryden has minimized the imperial sweep of Shakespeare's 
Antony and Cleopatra"--that is, in order to "emphasize his examination 
of the effects, good and evil, of love."l09 
James V. Lill's discussion of All for Love in his dissertation 
"Dryden's Adaptations from Milton, Shakespeare, and Chaucer~' (1954) is 
a pastiche of clich~s from the long tradition of comparison of Dryden's 
play with Shakespeare's. There is not a new point to be found in his 
entire threadbare discussion of how Dryde~ reduced the scope and 
thematic complexity of Shakespeare'e play, hence weakening and simpli-
fying the central characters, since his is "in fact, primarily a study 
of the emotions rather than a chronicle of history."11° Calling All 
for Love vaguely "a unified and sustained drama of much merit" is 
107
unpubl. diss. (University of Toronto, 1953), pp. 152-154. 
108 Pages 154-156. 
l09Page 156. 
llOunpubl. diss. (University of Minnesota, 1954), pp. 93-124. 
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about as far as he will go in the direction of criticism, along with 
trite observations, based on scanty analysis, such as that Dryden's 
poetry lacks "the suggestive and moving force of the speech from 
Shakespeare," and the banality that "Dryden's style is impeccable but 
not inspired . .. lll 
A thematic study done (somehow) by three authors, Everett H. Emer-
son, Harold E. Davis, and Ira Johnson, in an article entitled "I11tention 
and Achievement in All for Love" (1955), contrasts Dryden's avowed in-
tention with the thematic implications of his tragedy. If Dryden de-
fended the play in terms of the "excellency of the moral"--because 
poetic justice brings retribution for illicit love--a reading unbiased 
by Dryden's statement "gives us almost the opposite effect: a love 
that is inevitable, an uncontrollable force; and the lovers vindicated 
because of their passion. "112 This, as the authors admit, is are-
statement of Dr . Johnson's case against All for Love , although instead 
of leading to a condemnation of the play on moral grounds, as it does 
with Dr. Johnson, it contributes to an analysis that shows up the dis-
crepancies in the development of Dryden's play. Particular attention 
is given to Antony's closing lines, which assert the values suggested 
in the subtitle, and to the contradictions involved in making Alexas 
the instrument of poetic justice, and also to the effect created by 
111 Pages 128-137 . 
112
college English, XVII (Nov . , 1955), 84. 
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the introduction of an "undeniably self-righteous" representative of 
the honorable alternative in the person of Octavia and having Cleopatra 
echo her views, thus rendering her position in the conflict ambiguous 
in respect to the supposed theme . 113 
An ingenious explanation, not so far-fetched as it may first seem, 
of the modifications which Dryden made on the . Shakesperean material is 
offered by Morris Freedman, who recently has argued that "All for Love 
would not have taken its present form without the precedent of Samson 
/Agonistes/. "114 Not only does Dryden's version of this traditional 
story conform rather closely to the requirements set forth by Milton 
in the preface to his dramatic poem, but the parallels between the 
roles of Dryden's Antony and Milton's Samson, and between Cleopatra 
and Dalila, and (at times) Ventidius and the Miltonic chorus, are 
"closer than they are to their counterparts in Shakespeare's tragedy," 
and they are enforced by verbal parallels, particularly between the 
speeches of Ventidius and the chorus . 115 No doubt Freedman overstates 
his case when he finds the parallels closer to Milton than to Shakes-
peare, but he has documented a literary relationship too close to be 
discounted entirely. 
ll3Pages 85-87. 




The reputation of All for Love , then, has passed through three 
overlapping stages, to simplify matters for the sake of a survey. 
Victorian and tum-of-the-century criticism tended to compare Dryden's 
play with Shakespeare's Antony and Cleopatra , much to Dryden's disad-
vantage. Dryden in this connection suffered at the hands of the nine-
teenth-century bardolatrous view of Shakespeare. Dryden ' s characters 
were considered infinitely inferior to those of the greatest "character-
creator" the drama has ever known. And yet, certain concessions, based 
on an awareness of the greater neatness of Dryden ' s drama, or on the 
appreciation of isolated passages of poetry, or on the superiority of 
his blank verse to the heroic couplet, or to other dramatic blank 
verse (excepting, of course, Shakespeare's) were made to Dryden ' s art 
in the instance at least of this one play . At its most generous best, 
however, such concessions add up merely to praise of Dryden's "crafts-
manship" or technical ability, praise that can be spared without even 
conceding that All for Love is genuinely tragic, much less a great 
play. 
A growing tendency to reconsider the harsh view of All for Love, 
a trend that can be observed, actually, even before the turn of the 
century, but which is most characteristic of the criticism of the first 
three decades of the twentieth century, takes as i ts premise the notion 
that Dryden's play deserves to be brought out from under the shadow of 
Shakespeare ' s drama, which, say the new appreciators, is altogether a 
different kind of play. The criticism which asserts the merits of 
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All for Love at this point in the history of Dryden's reputation, however, 
is based rather shakily on subjective appreciations that too often 
anthologize passages of "splendid poetry" which the critic blandly 
assumes will communicate an identical response to the cultivated reader, 
neglecting to give careful attention to the text and texture of the 
passage under consideration. A note of dissent to the appreciative 
criticism of this sort cannot be quite drowned out, however . Frequently 
it makes its protest in terms of an emphasis on the heroic elements that 
have entered presumably to the damage of Dryden's attempt at Shakesperean 
tragedy . 
It was inevitable that modern criticism, with its interest in 
richness of meaning and its delight in the relationships between language, 
structure, and character in poetic drama, should reassert the superiority 
of Shakespeare's tragedy over Dryden's rather free handling of the same 
material. The result is not a return to bardolatry and hence to con-
demnation of Dryden's achievement, but a new estimate of All for Love 
that qualifies and limits the praise that some have bestowed upon it. 
Modern criticism inescapably prefers Shakespeare to Dryden, but recog-
nizes poetic values in All for Love that derive in part from Shakes-
peare's influence . New light has been cast on Dryden's methods of 
adapting the traditional story. And, if he does not come off as well 
as his devotees might wish,. he is at least generally considered to have 
written one of the greatest tragedies of his age, if not the greatest . 
If such a judgment is more cautious than the extreme views, say of a 
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Dobr~e, it is at the same time sounder, being based on closer attention 
to the text than earlier critics generally cared to give. 
It remains for us to consider Dryden's four other plays which in 
some sense are adapted from earlier works. ~o of them are the products 
of his own hand, and bvo are products of collaboration. None of them 
contributes anything to his status, except in a pejorative way, and 
they need be considered only briefly, for the decades have not radically 
altered the tradition of critical condemnation which they have earned. 
The Tempest, or, The Enchanted Island, done in collaboration with 
Sir William D'Avenant, first played at Lincoln's Inn Fields in November 
of 1667. Knipp records that of the eighteenth-century rev~vals of 
The Tempest , some are clearly in the line of Dryden's and D'Avenant's 
adaptation, or the 1675 operatic version of it. 116 He also notes 
occasional performances of the Restoration Tempest in the nineteenth 
century, and one revival, complete with Hippolito and Dorinda, on 
September 16, 1933, in Regent's Park. 
An egregious alteration of Shakespeare's magic drama, Dryden's and 
D'Avenant's Tempest is vulgarized by the addition of Hippolito, a male 
counterpart to Miranda, who, like her, has never seen a youth of the 
opposite sex, and Dorinda, a shipwrecked girl for him to fall in love 
11611The Stage History of John Dryden's Plays," pp. 66-73. 
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with. Modern scholarship has been concerned with the disturbing 
question of just how much of the blame for this perversion belongs 
to Dryden. George Saintsbury, who points out that this "disgusting 
burlesque of the Tempest" has done more harm to Dryden's reputation 
than any other play, thinks that it "belongs almost wholly to 
Davenant," Dryden being responsible for little more than "a certain 
amount of arrangement and revision. "117 Allardyce Nicoll, on the other 
hand, thinks critics have been too willing to exonerate Dryden--but 
surely besides writing parts of it he must have approved the whole of 
it as a co-author. 118 The condemnation of this play is almost universal, 
having elicited the farthest reaches of the vocabulary of contempt from 
scholars and critics of all descriptions; the only differences to be 
observed are in the emotional intensity of their remarks. 119 Beside 
the overwhelming tradition of damnation the feeble attempts of 
Montague Summers and George Knipp to make a case for the Dryden-D'Avenant 
Tempest look positively silly. 120 
117Dryden, pp. 43-44. 
118oryden as an Adapter of Shakespeare (London, 1922), pp. 16-17. 
119
see, for example, in addition to the works cited above, Lounsbury, 
Shakespeare as a Dramatic Artist, pp. 305-306; Kilbourne, Alterations and 
Adaptations of Shakespeare , pp. vi-xi; and George C. Odell, Shakespeare 
from Betterton to Irving (New York, 1920) pp. 31-32, for studies which are 
more detailed than general dramatic histories, but no different in their 
attitudes. 
120summers recognizes the bad taste of the rev~s~on, blaming 
D'Avenant, but then suggests that not only this but even Tate's butcher-
ing of Lear can be defended in terms of theatrical effectiveness . See 
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Although it was George Saintsbury who first noted discrepancies 
in the text beoveen the Dryden-D'Avenant play of 1670 and the operatic 
version published in 1674, it was W. J. Lawrence who first suggested 
in 1904 that the operatic version was adapted by Thomas Shadwe11.121 
He was seconded in this view by Sir Ernest Clarke, in 1906, and by 
Montague Summers in 1922. 122 George Thorn-Drury in 1925 challenged 
Lawrence's theory, attacking especially his use of evidence from the 
unreliable Downes, although he does not deny that Shadwell might have 
had his hand in the second version. 123 D. M. Walmsley in 1926 sided 
with Lawrence, provoking a rejoinder from Thorn-Drury.l24 And in 1946 
Charles E. Ward sided with Thorn-Drury in the argument against Shadwell's 
participation in the operatic version, suggesting rather than the re-
working of the 1670 text was done by Betterton.l25 
"The Tempest 1670," Shakespeare · Adaptations (Boston, 1922), pp . xli, xlix, 
cv~~ . See also Knipp's quixotic praise of "Davenant's good invention and 
Dryden's good workmanship" in producing "one of the most extraordinary 
achievements of Restoration genius. They destroyed some precious things, 
but they also created much, and what they added they fused with remark-
able skill" {pp . 77-78). 
12l"Did Thomas Shadwell Write an Opera on 'The Tempest'?" Anglia, 
XXVII {1904), 205-217. See also "Shadwell's Opera of 'The Tempest,'" 
XXIX (1906), 539-541. 
122"'The Tempest' as an Opera," j_LondoE_f Athenaeum, No. 4ll3 {Aug. 
25, 1906), 222-223 . "The Tempest 1670," Shakespeare Adaptations (Boston, 
1922), pp. xi-xiv. 
123"Some Notes on Dryden," RES, I (July, 1925), 327-330 . 
124walmsley, "Shadwell and the Operatic Tempest , " RES , II (October, 
1926), 463-466; Thorn-Drury, "Shadwell and the Operatic Tempest," RES, III 
(April, 1927), 204-208; and Walmsley (October, 1927), 451-453. 
125"The Tempest: A Restoration Opera Problem," ELH, XIII {June, 1946), 
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Hardly more impressive is the critical status of Dryden's The State 
of Innocence. and Fall of Man , a dramatic opera based on Milton's Para-
dise Lost which was published in 1677 but which did not see the stage 
in the author's lifetime . Edmund Malone, and after him Sir Walter 
Scott, took the view that it was not intended for the stage, but 
Raymond D. Havens and W. J . Lawrence have corrected this error, the 
former noting its presentation, in adapted form, at the Covent Garden 
February 15 and 16, 1712, and the latter emphasizing the elaborateness 
of the stage directions which Dryden was careful to provide. 126 
Miss Virginia Cubbage dates the decline in the reputation of this 
work from the rebuke given it by Addison in The Spectator for April 5, 
1712 . 127 This is not to say that no one has ever found things to 
praise in it since the eighteenth century . George Saintsbury, while he 
found it one of several examples which evidence in Dryden "a disinclination 
to put himself to the trouble of designing a wholly original composition , ~· 
insisted that it was not without poetic merit. 128 In a similar vein John 
119-130. Ward thinks that Dryden had little to do with the 1670 version, 
nothing with the 1674 .opera (p . 122) . For further discussion of the 1674 
version see Helene M. Hooker, ''Dryden's and Shadwell's Tempest , ",!!!;&, VI 
(Feb . , 1943), 224-228, and William M. Milton, "Tempest in a Teapot," ELH, 
XIV (Sept . , 1947), 207-218 . 
126Raymond D. Havens , "An Adaptation of One of Dryden's Plays," RES, 
IV (Jan . , 1928), 88, and W. J . Lawrence , "Dryden's Abortive Opera," TLS, 
Aug . 6, 1931, p. 606 . Lawrence thinks it was designed to be performed as 
a w·edding tribute to Mary of Modena on the occasion of her marriage to 
the Duke of York . 
127"The Reputation of John Dryden, 1700-1779," unpubl. diss . (North-
western University, 1944), pp . iii-iv. 
128Dryden, p . 55 . 
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Churton Collins said that The State of Innocence "has been justly 
censured as a travesty of Paradise Lost" but finds "amid much bombast" 
"some of his finest writing" which displays "throughout an ease, a 
copiousness and uniform magnificence of diction, only occasionally 
reached before."129 And Bonamy Dobrke, one of Dryden's most enthusi-
astic supporters in recent times, suggests that if we "read The State 
of Innocence ••• without thinking of the source, ••• it is a de-
1 . h f 1 th . 11130 1.g t u 1.ng. None of these authors substantiates his praise 
very thoroughly. More typical, however, is the view of A. W. Ward 
that Dryden's dramatic version of Milton's great poem is "a failure," 
its chief interest lying in Dryden'~ "skilful handling of certain 
celebrated argumentative passages. 13l Ward has also graphically called 
attention to Dryden's alteration of the character of Eve in his comment 
on her first speech after her creation, 
Sure, I am something which they wish to be 
And cannot; I myself am proud of me, 
Of which he says Eve's first thoughts "perilously resemble a young 
beauty's impressions of her first ball. 111 32 And if T. S. Eliot has 
129"John Dryden," Essays and Studies (London, 1895), p. 35. 
130Restoration Tragedy, p. 105. 
13l"Dryden," CHEL , VIII (Cambridge, 1912), 31. 
132A History of English Dramatic Literature, p. 370. 
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done the play a small favor by his praise of its auspicious beginning, 
he is quick to observe that "it is on the whole a feeble work; it is 
not deserving of sustained comparison with Paradise Lost."133 
There have been a handful of detailed comparisons of The State 
of Innocence with Paradise Lost, and these stretch conveniently across 
the reaches of the period under investigation. Miss Anna M. Scott, in 
her inaugural dissertation Uber das Verhliltnis von Dryden's "State of 
Innocence" zu Milton's "Paradise Lost" (1900) compares Dryden's play 
with its original to his disadvantage. Miss Scott constantly stresses 
Milton's lofty purpose, contrasting it with the spiritual poverty of 
the Restoration and the less noble motive for Dryden ' s adaptation: 
"Dryden hingegen schreib keine Theodicee. Er gieht keiner bestimmten 
Grund zur Abfassung seiner Werkes an. . . • Im allgemeinen kann man 
sagen, das der von ihm angegebene Beweggrund fUr alles, was er schrieb: 
'I confess my chief desires are to please the age in which I love,' 
sich auch auf dies Werk anwenden 11isst . " 134 Miss Scott stresses the 
alterations in characterization, especially those relating to Eve, 
whose wanton manner makes Dryden's title inappropriate, again blaming 
the milieu in which Dryden lived and for which he wrote: 
l33"John Dryden," Selected Essays (Ne'v York, 1950), p. 271. 
134(Hall, 1900), pp. 13-14. 
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Er nennt sein Drama "State of Innocence," ein verfehlten Titel, denn 
Adam und Eva, die die Entartung des Zeitalters, fUr das Dryden schrieb, 
reflectieren, befinden sich durchaus nicht in einem Zustand der Unschuld. 
Daraus erkl~rt sich die Verschlechterung des Charakters des ersten 
Menschen die teilweise durch gl~zende , schlagfertige Diction und 
geschichte BegrUndung ausgeglichen wird; weiter erkl~rt sich daraus die 
Oberfl~chlichkeit und Plattheit in der Zeichnung von Evas Charakter, 
worin sich der Glanz und die Verderbtheit des Hofes zur Zeit der Restor-
ation spiegeln.l35 
A. W. Verrall's account is not very extensive, but it focuses on 
some of the main differences between the two forms, especially emphasizing 
the way in which Dryden leaves out "the metaphysical or philosophical 
assumptions of Milton" and the Christian solution to the human predica-
ment, so that Dryden's version has lost much of the theological content, 
and also the sense of mystery. 136 He accuses Dryden, in his treatment 
of the central characters, of vulgarizing Adam and Eve and of making 
Lucifer more contemptible than Milton's Satan, because he considered 
Satan to be the hero in Milton's poem.l37 
P. S. Havens, in a study of "Dryden's 'Tagged' version of Paradise 
Lost" (1935), seeks to explain howDryden handles his material', by 
reference to the preface, in which certain pertinent ideas may be found, 
such as that Milton had made Satan the hero, or that Deity should not 
t k . h . 138 a e part ~n a ero~c poem. Havens does not simply defend Dryden 
135 Pages 69-70. 
136Lectures on Dryden, pp. 225-232. 
137page 236. 
13~ssays in Dramatic Literature: The Parrott Presentation Volume, 
ed. Hardin Craig (Princeton, 1935), pp. 385-386. 
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by trying to interpret his intention, for he is quite severe on Dryden's 
degradation of the Miltonic characters. He accuses Dryden of emasculat-
ing Milton's Satan; of making Adam less grand, "less the father of man-
kind than a precocious child"; and of ruining Eve so that from her very 
first speech "she is a lady from the Restoration court, vain, self-
centered."139 
Much more through than these treatments is the excellent compara-
tive analysis of Dryden's unfortunate experiment done by Marion H. 
Hamilton as the first chapter to her unpublished dissertation, the 
balance of which is a critical edition of the play. Miss Hamilton 
makes the same points Verrall and Havens have brought out about the loss 
of the theological content, noting that "the result is hollow and in-
conclusive •. • • since the underlying idea of the poem, the creation 
of a greater good out of evil by an omniscient Creator acting through 
His Son, is never mentioned in the play until the very end--and then 
without either motivation or conviction. "140 Miss Hamilton does a 
careful act-by-act comparison of the play with the ~pic poem, stress-
ing especially the vulgarization of Adam and Eve, who "depart so com-
pletely from their prototypes in Milton ••• lthat they/ become nothing 
139 Pages 393-394. 
140"Dryden's The State of Innocence: An Old-Spelling Edition with 
a Critical Study of the Early Printed Texts and Manuscripts" (University 
of Vir~inia, 1952), pp. 9-10. 
more than commonplace people straight out of a Restoration drawing-
room comedy."141 
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Miss Hamilton's summary estimate of Dryden's accomplishment deserves 
ample quotation. "His reduction of the majestic music of the epic into 
rhymed couplets is a travesty on the poetry and his efforts to improve 
upon the characters is wholly unsuccessful, since he created only pale 
effigies more ridiculous than real. Even more serious, however, is 
the fact that he missed the real point of the poem and thus rendered 
meaningless his entire play.rr142 This last point relates to the fact 
that "Dryden, although using the skeletal frame of Milton's metaphysical 
and theological plan, failed to support it with the substance necessary 
to give it meaning. In Milton thought and form are in perfect harmony, 
whereas in Dryden's play the thought is borrowed and the form unsuit-
able."143 The result of Dryden's failure to transpose Paradise Lost 
successfully into drama "is nether tragic nor heroic; if anything it 
is faintly comic. In short, he contrived in all seriousness to outdo 
Milton and succeeded only in producing a clever caricature which, 
fittingly enough, has been performed, according to Montague Summers, 








Three doctoral dissertations written in 1953 and 1954 take up 
The State of Innocence, perpetuating the negative judgment, but none 
goes beyond the thorough work of Miss Hamilton. Morris Freedman, 
writing on ''Milton and Dryden" calls it "a botched job" and blames its 
unsuitability for drama for the failure, although he finds some 
isolated passages to praise highly, like Eve's dream of her temptation. 145 
Eugene Haun, exploring the topic, "The Libretti of the Restoration Opera 
in English" is more interested in Dryden's comments on the dramatic 
opera than he is in evaluating the works. He dismisses The State of 
Innocence with a sneer instead of critical work. 146 James V. Lill' s 
study of "Dryden's Adaptations from Milton, Shakespeare, and Chaucer" 
is more detailed but not very original in its conclusions. Lill 
especially stresses the alterations required by adaptation of cosmic 
epic to stage performance, a process which produces "patent absurd-
ities ••• LwhicEJ constitute a major obstacle to an objective analy-
sis of the play."147 He also emphasizes the loss of theological content, 
145 (Columbia University, 1953), pp. 89-92. "The dream is conveyed 
in a lilting double rhythm, reminiscent of 'Alexander's Feast,' whose 
cumulative effect is one of a reeling dizziness in which sense and self-
cont:tol are lost." (Pages 95-96). 
146(University of Pennsylvania, 1954). "It is needless to say that 
Paradise Lost, done over into heroic couplets, is reduced to absurdity 
by the jingle. The empyrean conception of Milton is shrunk to the di-
mensions of a stage, and the tragedy of Eden becomes the account of a 
children's garden party at which the main guests take too much candied 
fruit. Most offensive is the change in the characterization of Eve. 
Vainglorious as she had been when drawn by Milton, by Dryden she was 
depicted as a coy ingenue, hot from such a boarding school for young 
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the alteration of the characters, especially Eve, and the intrusion 
of the element of wit into Dryden's dramatic version of Paradise 
L t 148 1 os • In the face of all this, his remarks on "Dryden s fidelity 
to his original" do not have a great deal of critical value. 149 
The adaptation of Oedipus done by Dryden in collaboration with 
Nat Lee played at the Dorset Garden about November of 1678 and appeared 
in print the next year. Knipp has shown that it was immediately 
successful and that it "held the stage for more than seventy-five 
years," at least until 1755. 150 It has been generally assumed that 
Dryden wrote only parts of it, but this problem is not settled, nor 
can Dryden be exonerated by the answer to the question. Modern 
writers have all but forgotten it, except to acknowledge its existence 
in the course of tracing the history of Restoration drama. Saintsbury 
has ventured the opinion that in it both authors "are to be seen 
almost at their best"; he particularly praises Dryden for "the lyric 
ladies and gentlewomen as that one kept by Mr. Jeffery Bannister and 
Mr. James Hart, in which institution the principal occupations were 
embroidery, music, and modeling in colored wax. However, with the 
aesthetics of this piece there need be no concern; the information con-
cerning Dryden's attitude towards the opera which it supplies is rather 
to be thought on. (pages 190-191). 
l47(University of Minnesota, 1954), p. 41. I don't really see why 
they should be "a major obstacle to an objective analysis," though they 
have been very much an obstacle to its critical acceptance. 
148Pages 43-92. 
149pages 46-48. 
lSO"The Stage History of John Dryden's Plays," pp. 168, 180. 
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incantation scenes."151 At the other (and more typical) extreme is 
the dismissal of the Dryden-Lee Oedipus by A. W. Ward, who calls it 
"a banquet of horrors."152 And Charles E. Ward, in his discussion has 
also called attention to the addition of a "gratuitous subplot," about 
h 1 f Ad d E d . 11 h . d 153 t e ove o rastus an ury ~ce, as we as t e unrestra~ne gore ~ 
Perhaps the most extended discussion of the play (and there are few) is 
that of Allen R. Bevan, who, besides objecting to the slaughter at the 
end and to the intrusion of Adrastus and Eurydice, points out the flaw 
in the characterization of Oedipus himself, suggesting that Dryden and 
Lee split his personality between them (how appropriate), so that 
Dryden's Oedipus is "dignified, kingly, introspective," while Lee's 
is "emotionally unstable, impulsive, uncontrolled."154 He has no ex-
ternal evidence for his ascription of parts, however. 
Dryden's last attempt at improving Shakespeare, his Troilus and 
Cressida, or, Truth Found Too Late , opened at Dorset Garden about 
April, 1679, and appeared in print the same year. Knipp has traced 
its stage history to a final performance as late as 1734. 155 
151Dryden, pp. 59-60. 
152A History of English Dramatic Literature, p. 371. 
153"Dryden' s Drama, 1662-1677: A Study in the Native Tradition" 
(Duke University, 1934), pp. 345-347. 




General commentary on Dryden's Troilus and Cressida tends to 
disparage it. William J. Courthope, for example, accuses Dryden of 
not understanding "the lyric mood in which Shakespeare composed his 
Troilus and Cressida," for it is "one of those plays in which the 
lyric overpoers the dramatic motive," by which he seems to mean that 
Shakespeare was "giving us a reflection of his own views of the world, 
of human nature, and of the way of society," rather than simply writing 
156 
a play. If Shakespeare's play is direct self-revelation, then 
Dryden's is, of course, doomed to be considered as merely a perversion 
of it. Courthope especially centers his discussion on Dryden's 
alteration of Shakespeare's characters, by which he makes Cressida 
"suit the prevailing French ideal of sentimental fidelity in the female 
sex," and, by simplifying Pandarus and Thersites, reducing the roles 
157 
of Achilles and Ulysses. In a similar vein A. W. Ward disparages 
the alteration of the character of Cressida and her final unfaithful-
158 
ness--"all to what end?" And Thomas B. Stroup, in commenting on 
the transformation of Cressida into a virtuous woman, sees in Dryden's 
treatment of her an anticipation of the sentimentalization that was to 
156"John Dryden and the Romantic Drama after the Restoration," 
History of English Poetry, IV (London, 1903), 420. 
157Page 421. 
158"Dryden," CHEL VIII 32 __, , . 
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produce the "she tragedy" of the next century.l59 
It is interesting to note that in some of the studies which go 
into more detail in their investigation of Dryden's changes from his 
source, the writers are less severe than the cursory literary historians 
we have cited above. Of course, few would agree with the rash con-
fidence of Hontague Summers that the superiority of Dryden's version 
"is not open to question,"160 but no doubt the relative unpopularity 
of Shakespeare's bitter play makes comparison less dangerous to Dryden 
than in the case of the other plays of this sort. The first writer to 
be considered, Fred W. Kilbourne, is not so generous, for he represents 
the condemnation of the "emasculation" effected by Dryden as a result 
of his altering Cressida into a faithful mistress "to please the ladies" 
and to meet the requirements of poetic justice. 161 George c. Odell, on 
the other hand, writing on Shakespeare from Betterton to Irving (1920) 
finds it better than Shakespeare's version, 'vhich is hardly a play at 
all. "162 Odell praises Dryden's improvements in the direction of 
greater "compactness of structure" and "the addition of many effective 
acting scenes," and he is not at all disturbed by the change in the 
159
"Type-Characters in the Serious Drama of the Restoration, with 
Special Attention to the Plays of Davenant, Dryden, Lee, and Otway," 
unpubl. diss. (University of North Carolina, 1933), p. 384. 
160Dryden: Dramatic Works, I, cviii. 
l61Alterations and Adaptations of Shakespeare, pp. 116-118. 
162 (New York, 1920), p. 50. 
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character of Cressida and what it does to violate the spirit of the 
. . 1 1 163 d . 1 d 11 or~g~na p ay. An ~f A lar yce Nico accuses Dryden of making 
Shakespeare's characters and sentiments more heroic, and of "debasing 
and vulgarising" the comic scenes, he finds Dryden's version more 
coherent, and some of his poetry a genuine improvement. 164 Hazelton 
Spencer not only praises Dryden's Troilus for its structural superiority, 
but he finds that in two situations at least, the Restoration dramatist 
has exploited the dramatic potential more adequately than the . Eliza-
bethan master. 165 Spencer deplores the unconvincing way Dryden manages 
the conflicts between the characters, although he thinks that the play 
might carry off well on the stage.l66 
Two recent studies, however, reassert the negative tradition. 
Miss Wala.erstein admits that "Shakespeare's Troilus was the play most 
in need of unification," and that "Dryden did well to try to unify it. 
But the ethical assumptions and the view of human nature which underlay 
Shakespeare's conception of order, and the ironic and melancholy view 
from which Shakespeare approached the problem in this play Dryden could 
little understand."167 She praises Dryden's handling of "the theme of 
163Pages 48-49. 
l64oryden as an Adapter of Shakespeare, pp. 11, 22-23. 
165 Shakespeare Improved, pp. 231-232. 
166Page 237. 
167
"Dryden and the Analysis of Shakespeare's Techniques," p. 184. 
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political order, Lto which/ he gives something of his own political 
energy without Shakespeare's religious view," but she accuses him of 
handling the love theme "grossly and mechanically. "168 And if Dryden 
imitates Shakespeare closely in his own innovations of the theme of 
friendship, he does not attempt to follow Shakespeare in his imagery. 169 
And finally, James V. Lill generally disparages Dryden's Troilus, 
mainly for his alteration in the character of Cressida and hence in 
the theme . He complains that ·~ryden brings the story into conformity 
with Restoration theory and taste; but in accomplishing this end, he 
also provides us with a faithful Cressida who is more false to the 
legend than Cressida was to Troilus."170 He points out that a false 
Cressida cannot be reconciled with the heroic code, although it is 
perfectly adapted to the older code of courtly love. 171 After consider-
ing the changes in characterization, Lill attacks Dryden's "hybrid 
language," the result of stripping the metaphoric language out of 
Shakespeare's play, leaving a bare paraphrase. 172 His final judgment 










Dryden's dramatic adaptations done after All for Love, then, hardly 
enhance his reputation. Indeed, some of the most severe remarks ever 
provoked about Dryden have been in connection with these works. They 
inevitably invite comparison with their sources, and Dryden cannot 
bear up under this kind of treatment. But, unlike All for Love, a 
direct critical examination without reference to the originals would 
hardly temper the condemnation significantly. The Dryden-D'Avenant 
Tempest, The State of Innocence, the Dryden-Lee Oedipus, and Troilus 
and Cressida have attracted more than a modicum of critical attention, 
but only the sparsest and most incidental praise. 
CHAPTER VIII 
THE TRANSLATIONS AND POETIC ADAPTATIONS 
Although Dryden's translations amount to a large part of his 
volume of poetic production, they have not received, of course, · 
proportionate critical attention to that given his poetry or even 
his dramas. Nevertheless, those works which were so evidently a 
part of his reputation in his own day, as well as a main means of 
support when his relationship to the court and the stage had 
suffered change, have, in the due course of the reexamination of 
Dryden's poetry, been given a certain amount of attention. What 
is more important, the quality of som•~ of the investigations of 
Dryden's translations and adaptations more than makes up for the 
relative lack of quantity. 
It would be inaccurate to say that an unswerving upward curve 
marks the progress of the reputation of Dryden's translations, or 
that the curve at any point takes a sharp upswing. But the status 
of the translations has undergone a process of amelioration since 
the nineteenth century, as a result of special investigations more 
than general studies. The low point in the reputation may be most 
effectively marked by Macaulay, who uses the translations in his 
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case against the nastiness of Dryden's mind, accusing him of having 
"made the grossest satires of Juvenal more gross, interpolated 
loose descriptions in the tales of Boccaccio, and polluted the sweet 
and limpid poetry of the Georgics with filth which would have moved 
the loathing of Virgil. "l 
Of course, Macaulay's lumping together of these various trans-
lations betrays his lack of any real interest in them, except as 
they share one common trait which is useful to his purposes. It 
will be better for our purposes, I am sure, to break the topic into 
more distinct units, considering first Dryden's translations from 
the classics, then the translations and modernizations of Chaucer 
and Boccaccio in the Fables, Ancient and Modern , and finally, one 
or two miscellaneous items that come under the general heading of 
translations . 
Dryden's Virgil , for which he received a substantial sum of 
money,2 has generally been held in high regard. His Aeneis, as he 
called it, came in for severe criticism at the hand of Wordsworth, 
whose well known remark on it, to the effect that "there is not a 
lrhe History of England from the Accession of James the Second, 
ed. Charles H. Firth, II (London, 1914), 852 . 
2spence quotes Pope as saying that the sum was around 11200, 
but Charles E. Ward estimates that all told Dryden received "perhaps 
as much as 11000; but there is no way of knowing." See "The Publi-
cation and Profits of Dryden's Virgil," PMLA , LIII (Sept., 1938), 
807-812. 
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single image from Nature in the whole body of his works; and in his 
translations from Virgil, whenever Virgil can be fairly said to have 
his ~ upon his object, Dryden always spoils the passage, n3 is a 
typical and influential judgment for its day . 
The influence of the views of both Wordsworth and Macaulay is 
apparent in the remarks on Dryden's Vi.rgil by Churton Collins in 1878: 
It appeared in July, 1697, and from that day to this it has maintained 
a high place among English classics . Marred by coarseness, marred by 
miserable inequalities, marred by errors of ignorance and errors of 
inadvertency, it is still a noble achievement. It is a work instinct 
with genius; but it is instinct not with the placid and majestic genius 
of the most patient of artists, but with the impetuous energy of the 
prince of English rhetorical poets . The tender grace, the pathetic 
cadences, the subtle verbal mechanism of the most exquisite poet of 
antiquity will be sought in vain in its vehement and facile diction, 
in the rushing and somewhat turbid torrent of its narrative . It is 
indeed one of those works which will never cease to offend the taste 
and never fail to captivate the attention.4 
CollinS perpetuates \-lordsworth' s emphasis on Dryden's failure in the 
description of Nature because of his stilted "poetic diction," on the 
one hand, while on the other he harks back to Macaulay in his complaint 
that "for the majesty and elaborate diction" of Virgil Dryden "has sub-
stituted a shambling slipshod vulgarity."S 
3From a letter to Scott (1805), cited from Markham L. Peacock, 
The Critical Opinions of William Wordsworth (Baltimore, 1950), p . 245. 
4"John Dryden," Essays and Studies (London, 1895), p. 70 . 
5page 53. 
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In a less strident mood, George Saintsbury reflects something 
of the same view when he observes , "It was, no doubt, rather ironical 
of fate to assign Homer to Pope, who was of all poets the least 
Homeric, and Virgil to Dryden, than whom not many poets have been 
more unVirgilian . "6 Saintsbury, ever Dryden's friend, indicates, 
however, a weakening of the prevailing nineteenth-century views in 
his judgment that Wordsworth had been too severe, and in his warm 
praise (qualified by reservations about Dryden's failure in the deli-
cate touches) for some of the bolder strokes which he feels Dryden 
carries off successfully. 7 He quotes a number of such passages t o Dry-
den's credit, but without much critical comment, although his en-
thusiasm is evident . 
Saintsbury's qualified praise is roughly typical of the 
position taken by most general commentators subsequently, who see Dry-
den's success as only partial. c. v. Deane represents the survival of 
hostility to elegant periphrasis in his complaint that Dryden's stock 
diction ''falsefies the nuances of Virgil's descriptive language . "8 
And Nichol Smith tells us that '~ryden's Virgil is not Virgilian, if 
only because he has infused his own spirit into it"--"he could not 
6Dryden (New York, 1881), pp . 146-147 . 
7Pages 147-148. 
8Aspects of Eighteenth-Century Nature Poetry (Oxford, 1935), 
p . 39 . 
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give us the • atmosphere 1 of Virgi1.••9 Nevertheless, Douglas Bush, 
who holds no brief for John Dryden, says that ••as a rule Dryden 
seems to be most adequate when Virgil is on his middle level, in 
narrative of action, and in many passages of elevated rhetoric. He 
is less happy in most of the essentially and intimately Virgilian 
lines, those expressions of wistful sadness, pity, tenderness, waver-
ing faith and hope, which have meant so much to Newman, .Tennyson and 
other modern readers. If nowadays we tend a little to sentimentalize 
Virgil, Dryden•s robust na~ure did not incline him to shed tears, 
idle tears.nlO In addition to calling attention to Dryden•s practice 
of making Virgil 11 copious, 11 Bush cites Dryden•s matter-of-fact 
rendering of sunt lacrimae rerum,ll perhaps the best-loved passage 
in Virgil, and one which is frequently cited against Dryden as 
evidence of his insensitivity to the pathos in Virgil. And finally, 
George R. Noyes approximates the position of Saintsbury more closely 
in his observation that 11 despite many revolutions of public taste, 
Dryden 1 s Virgil still remains without a rival as the standard trans-
lation of the grea t est Roman poet; the only one that, like two or 
three versions of Homer, has become an English c l assic. It has, 
9John Dryden (Cambridge, 1950), pp. 71-72. 
1~ythology and the Romantic Tradition i n English Poetry (Cambridge, 
Mass., 1937), p. 14. 
11Pages 14-15. 
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indeed, almost none of the grace and tenderness, or the high serious-
ness, of the Latin original."12 
There have been a few relatively recent studies of various as-
pects of Dryden's translations that consider his Aeneis in detail. 
Joseph M. Bottkol's excellent dissertation "D r yden's Translations 
from Classical Verse," done at Harvard University in 1937, is 
essentially a comparative poetic analysis of the original and the 
translation. Although he has the ghiest praise for Dryden's work 
with certain other classical authors, Bottkol says that "the Virgil 
has occasional beauties, but no one is likely to trust himself to 
it for his acquaintan~e with that poet." 13 His close comparative 
scrutiny confirms · the traditional judgment that Dryden's Aeneis 
succeeds only by Restoration standards: "He had set out to make 
Virgil speak like an Englishman, and this aim was achieved in the 
sustained perfection of his couplets." 14 
A by-product of his investigation is a revision of the usually 
low estimate of Dryden's Latin scholarship in connection with this 
and some of the other translations. Bottkol shows that Dryden worked 
in close consultation with the commentators and editors of his day, 
12"Biographical Sketch," The Poetical \\forks of Dryden, rev. ed. 




and that he availed himself of the best texts and translations of that 
time. 15 There are important implications in this point for the esti-
mate of Dryden's translations, for Bottkol shows that "omissions, 
seeming mistranslations, and apparently unwarranted intrusions will, 
in a large number of instances, be found attributable to peculiarities 
in the texts used by Dryden."l6 He sees "the influence of the 
commentators ••. on every page of Dryden's work; it is by far the 
most copious source of his expansions of the original."17 Thus, 
stylistic characteristics, not a misreading of th~ Latin, lie behind 
the idiosyncratic renderings not explained by study of contemporary 
editions and commentaries. 
The dissertation of Miss Anne R. King, "Translation from the 
Classics during the Restoration with Special Reference to Dryden's 
Aeneis" (1949), is not so far-reaching as Bottkol's, partly because 
she prefers to concentrate on a representative section rather than 
consider the larger effects in the Aeneid and Aeneis . Her discussion 
focuses closely on Dryden's amplification of .Virgil from 9,900 lines 
15This part of Bottkol's thesis has been published; see "Dryden's 
Latin Scholarship," MP, XL (Feb., 1943), 241-255. For an influential 
instance of the view that Dryden's researches were haphazard, see 
Saintsbury, Dryden, pp. 138-139. 
16"Dryden's Latin Scholarship," p. 242. 
17page 242. 
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into 13,700 . 18 She finds both rhetorical and conceptual reasons for 
Dryden's expansions . Typically, she suggests, Dryden translated a 
hexameter line in a couplet and a half, leaving a half-line for em-
bellishment, of ten tending toward an antithesis not to be found in 
the original. 19 Also, Dryden's concept of the epic led him to 
11 improve 11 Virgil by 11 embellishing the figures of Dido and Aeneas, 
intensifying the emotional value of any given situation, . • • achiev-
ing elegance in his diction, • • • increasing the figurative qualities 
of the style. Al1 these elements are, according to his concept, 
essential to the proper epic ... 20 In her study of Dryden's use of 
scholarly aids and sources she duplicates in part . the work of Bot tkol 
(whom she does not seem to have c.onsul ted), complementing his work 
on the commentators with a good study of how closely Dryden worked 
with previous translations, borrowing p~rases and ideas where they 
seemed useful, and yet saving his Aeneis from being mere patchwork 
by the poetic unity which he imposes on it.21 Like Bottkol, Miss 
King shows that a study of the tradition of Latin scholarship, in-
cluding the translators, accounts for a large proportion of the 
11 amplification and expansion which is itself so characteristic of 
18(Cornell University, 1949), p . 141 . 
l9Pages 145-151. 
20page 236 . 
21Pages 173-233. 
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his own translation."22 
The most sympathetic treatment of Dryden as a translator comes 
from William Frost's recent book Dryden and the Art of Translation 
(1955). Although, it seems to me, he is rather undiscriminating in 
constantly talking of Dryden's liberal principles of translation as 
though they apply to the Aeneis and the modernization of Chaucer with 
equal validity, Frost does Dryden's reputation as a translator a 
great service in his sympathy with Dryden's relatively free theory 
and practice of translation. Rather than working the ~heory out in 
Dryden's own terms, however, although he discusses briefly the poet's 
concepts of metaphrase, paraphrase, and imitation,23 he prefers to 
approach the matter with a modern critical vocabulary. Frost suggests 
that the translator, rather than finding equivalents for every word, 
seeks to express poetically in a second language, the "pillar sym-
bols," or essential words, images, or ideas in the original, but 
is allowed to deal more freely with the "local symbols," or particular 
details which contribute to the larger effects in the source, but 
which, if translated literally, create hindrances to understanding 
or to the poetic effect of the newer work.24 
,
22P age 204. 
23(New Haven, 1955), pp. 31-32. Dryden rejects metaphrase 
(literal word-for-word translation) and free imitation, for the 
middle position of liberal translation. 
24see pages 27-32. 
Such an approach, of course, carries the trend in favor of 
Dryden's Virgil further on its course. Frost sees as the essential 
affinity between Dryden and Virgil a common concern for the themes 
of order and chaos as they relate to the values inherent in civil-
ization itself. 25 He does well, also, with some of the conventional 
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complaints about Dryden's rendering of the Aeneid. For one thing, he 
argues that the favorite sunt lacrimae rerum passage is not universal 
in its application on context , and hence that the complaint Dryden 
fails to bring out its sense of universal pathos is actually based 
· d. f v· ·1 26 . T h w d h. 1 · h on a m~srea ~ng o ~rg~ . o t e or swort ~an comp a~nt t at 
Dryden is not adequately interested in Virgil's treatment of Nature, 
Frost replies (with reference to a specific passage differently 
rendered by Dryden and Rolfe Humphries) that "nature was important 
to Dryden's age as it related to human life and purpose ••• ; 
while for the romantics it came to have an essentially religious 
validity through its mysteriousness •••• What interest Dryden in 
the passage is the sense of order and well-being . • What interests 
Humphries, on the other hand, is the strangeness of the setting."27 
And to the complaints about the Latinate diction of the Aeneis 
Frost retorts that a "sense of the vitality of Virgil's language, 
25page 83 . 
26Pages 35-36. 
27page 42. 
and the potential extra vitality of his own English .in relation to 
Virgil's, made for the greatest possible flexibility in Dryden's 
rendering of any given passage in the Aeneid." 28 
Dryden's translation of Virgil's Georgics has not received 
nearly so much attention as his Aeneis . George R. Noyes finds Dry-
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den's Georgics successful only in "those portions ••• of which the 
charm, for modern readers, consists less in the subject matter than 
in the exquisite delicacy of the treatment, and the haunting melody 
of the rhythm."29 Joseph Bottkol is not very interested in Dryden's 
work with the Georgics . He finds Dryden's translation dull, but the 
result of diligent effort. 30 Maren-Sofic R~s tvig has studies Dryden's 
treatment of Virgil's agricola , condemning it as "completely per-
vaded by the desire for a 'soft life,'" rather than faithfully re-
flecting the Virgilian ideals of "strenuous toil and sparse living. "31 
The discussion of Dryden's fourth Georgie by Frost calls attention 
to Dryden's "achievement of light, glancing irony" which is the re-
sult of his use of "the elevated mock heroic" manner. 32 He finds 
in a passage such as this implications for the understanding of Dry-
den's original poetry in which "the admixture , or adulteration, of 
28page 81. Frost's debt to Re~ben A. Brower is evident here, 
and as well in his remarks on the aspects of Dryden's language that 
come down "the long echoing corridors of lettered Europe" (p. 47). 
See Brower, "An Allusion to Europe: Dryden and Tradition, " ELH , XIX 
(March, 1952), 38-48. 
29"Biographical Sketch," p. lx. 
30"Dryden's Translations from Classical Verse," pp. 189-232. 
462 
epic, heroic, or classical materials with consciously modern, gross, 
and contrasting idiom and image, for the purpose of producing a spark 
like that across the gap between two charged electrical poles."33 
Helene M. Hooker has done for Dryden's Georgics what Joseph 
Bottkol has done for the Aeneis in her study of Dryden's use of at 
least nine previous translations as well as the commentators, 
especially for his rhymes: "Comparing his translations of the Georgics 
with those of his predecessors, we find that while he used the Latin 
commentaries freely, he relied heavily on his fellow translators for 
telling phrases and rhymes."34 And yet, also like Bottkol, she finds 
that Dryden assimilates the borrowed material into his own work. 35 
Dryden's other translations from the classics have received 
occasional comment but few careful studies. His few fragments from 
the Iliad, for example, have barely been noticed. Joseph Bottkol 
gives Dryden's translations from Homer short shrift, saying that Dry-
den's failure derives from his inability to recognize Homer's 
31The Happy Man: Studies in the Metamorphoses of a Classical Ideal 
(Oxford, 1954), pp. 330-332. 
32Dryden and the Art of Translation, p. 69. 
33Page 63. 
34"Dryden's Georgics and English Predecessors," HLQ, IX (May, 1946), 
279. She is only partially anticipated by an article indicating Dryden's 
indebtedness to a translat ion of the Georgics by Thomas May, "Dryden and 
Thomas May," TLS, July 19, 1934, p. 511. 
35Pages 309-310. 
essential greatness: "Constantly he compares Homer and Virgil as 
equals, seemingly with no conception of the profound differences 
between the traditional and the literary epic. Homer is put in the 
dock and judged like any epic poetaster."36 Frost's judgment is 
essentially the same: "Dryden's Homer represents not only a change 
in tactics but a falling off in skill from his Virgil. That organ-
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izing talent which built up, in his Aeneid , the long metric paragraph 
full of poetic complexity was never sufficiently called into play in 
what he took to be the more primitive area of Homeric epic."37 
Dryden's translation of four odes from Horace have received even 
less comment. Frost does not give them any extended discussion, while 
38 Bottkol simply approves of certain passages and deplores others. 
Saintsbury finds the odes not very Horatian, though good poetry, as 
does Nichol Smith. 39 More disparaging are the remarks of ' Churton 
Collins, who complains that "the curious felicity of ••• j_Horac!E../ 
has vanished in vapid, slovenly diffuseness," and Maren-Sophia 
R~stvig, who complains that Dryden's free theory of translation leads 
36"Dryden' s Translations from Classical Verse, p. 381. 
37Dryden and the Art of Translation, p. 66. Bottl<ol, in a review 
in N, XXXV (July, 1956), 291, calls Frost down for comparing "Dryden's 
few poor fragments from Homer ••• t-1ith the careful splendour of 
Pope's Homer." 
38Bottkol, "Dryden's Translations from Classical Verse," pp. 29-35. 
39saintsbury, Dryden, p. 142, and Smith, John Dryden, pp. 73-76. 
him to transmute the Horatian beatus vir into "more of a gentleman 
gardener · than a farmer."40 
Little has been said of Dryden's three Idylls from Theocritus. 
Churton Collins, W. J. Courthope, and George R. Noyes all pronounce 
them failures. 41 Bottkol, however, defends Dryden for his attempt 
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to render the bucolic in rhymed couplets, although he considers Dry-
den's inclusion of the twenty-third Idyll , which is "patently not by 
Theocritus, and an execrable poem," a betrayal of inadequacy in Dry-
den's taste. 42 
The translations from Ovid, done at various stages during Dry-
den's life, have produced general approbation, but remarkably little 
discussion. In fact, Bottkol seems to be the only person to sub-
stantiate his praise by critical analysis. His recognition of the 
suitability of Ovid's temper to Dryden's own is part of the common-
place tradition of approving comment: 
Viewed as a whole, the Art of Love is perhaps the best of the trans-
lations from Ovid. Baucis and Philemon is the tenderest, and is shot 
through with gleams of kindly humor, but the witty cynicism of the 
Ars Amatoria has never been put into English with more urbanity and 
point than by Dryden. In its kind this single book deserves to stand 
40collins, "John Dryden," p. 153, and R9Sstvig, The Happy Man, 
pp. 323-330. 
4lcollins, "John Dryden," p. 153; Courthope, "John Dryden and the 
Satirists of the Country Party," A History of English Poetry, III 
(London, 1903), 528; and Noyes, "Biographical Sketch," p. liii. 
42"Dryden's Translations from Classical Verse," pp. 23-25. 
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with Dryden's Lucretius and the great Sixth Satire of Juvenal. Al-
though Dryden often decried Ovid's verbal cleverness, this . trait was 
one the Restoration admired, and one in which Dryden himself was 
accomplished. Ovid's constant choice of gallant and erotic themes 
was also well suited to Restoration taste, and is of a piece with 
Dryden's own licentiousness in his songs and comedies. The conventions 
of English verse in the latter part of the seventeenth century were 
such as to form an ideal med.ium for translating the urbane and 
frivolous Ovid . Dryden's scattered renderings achieve a level of ex-
cellence not overtopped in other periods of English translation.43 
Dryden's translations from Juvenal and Persuis are interesting be -
cause of his role as a satirist in original poetry. The Juvenalian 
work has frequently been praised. Gilbert Highet, for example, con-
siders Dryd~n' s "the best English version of Juvenal. "44 Bottkol 
calls the satires "Dryden's highest achievement as a translator , " 
suggesting that "perhaps at no time in the history of translation has 
there been a juster equality between a classic poet and his English 
sponsor than between Dryden and Juvenal. "45 "Dryden," he goes on, 
"was imbued with the cynical license of the Restoration stage, and 
was himself a master of satire. This combination of ironic temper, 
full-bodied vocabulary, and brilliant technical endowment make him, 
with the possible exception of Swift, the likeliest of all English 
43pages 84-85. 
44rhe Classical Tradition: Greek and Roman Influences on Western 
Literature (New York, 1949), p . 314. Nearly every commentator on this 
work agrees with him. The only exception I have noted is D. Nichol 
Smith, who feels that Dryden's translation of Juvenal's Tenth Satire 
"is largely a surface translation, that its deeper significance has 
not been conveyed." 
45 "Dryden's Translations from Classical Verse," pp. 144, 86. 
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writers to succeed with the savage Juvenal. This lil<elihood is ful-
filled to the maximum--it is only surprising that in the study of 
Dryden's poetry these translations have never received their full 
due. 1146 William Frost seconds Bottkol in this view, finding in "Dry-
den's commonplace diction, his unbuttoned ease of manner .•• a 
positive advantage in dealing with Juvenal's obscenities, which fit 
more easily into an English poem whose style is already 'low'--a 
fact which accounts for the translator's great force and pungency.u47 
And Richard E. Hughes has studied Dryden's freedoms in translating 
Juvenal in an article less critically oriented than it might be but 
which details Dryden's deviations from literal faithfulness to the 
original. He especially praises the tenth and sixteenth satires, 
not only because they have the fewest alterations, but also because 
they are the most universal in their interest.u48 
The translations from Persius, however, have not been so warmly 
received. Bottkol dismisses them as 11not Persius at all, but Dryden-
cum-Juvenal. .. 49 He seems to be the only person to support the 
negative view by critical comparison. "Persius," he tells us, 
46Page 144. 
47Dryden and the Art of Translation, p. 67. 
48see 11Appendix11 to 11The Sense of the Ridiculous: Ridicule as a 
Rhetorical Device in the Poetry of Dryden and Pope, 11 unpubl. diss. 
(University of Wisconsin, 1954), pp. 276-288. 
49"Dryden • s Translations from Classical Verse," p. 411. 
"throws into bold relief the virtues and shortcomings of Dryden's 
characteristic style."50 Thus, Dryden is merely following his 
original at a distance" "Dryden could not help but suffuse the ob-
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scurity of Persius with the refulgence of his satiric manner. Persius 
supplies only the connecting thread on which are strung the sharply-
I 
faceted crystals of Dryden's own satire. Nowhere else are we per-
mitted so clear a view of the great lapidary actually at his bench, 
burnishing the rough gems of the Latin into the symmetrical flashing 
brilliance of his English couplets."5l 
The translations from Lucretius, on the other hand, have been 
the subject of frequent high praise, although, as all the others ex-
cept the Aeneis, very little detailed study. Actually, Bottkol places 
the five Lucretian selections second only to those from Juvenal, as 
"almost Dryden~ s best. "52 But the high reputation of Dryden 1 s 
Lucretius derives much less from the careful but unpublished study 
of Bottkol than from the praise ofT. S. Eliot, who says of Dryden 
that "his translation from Lucretius is poetry. "53 Eliot, too, sees 
that Dryden 1 s trans lations succeed or fail "according to Dryden 1 s 




53"John Dryden," Selected Essays (New York, 1950), p. 270. 
translations from Lucretius are the most inspired."54 Mr. Eliot 
especially values the translations because "it was by ••• [them/ 
almost as much as by his original poems, that Dryden helped to form 
our modem English tongue. u 55 
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Dryden's adaptations of Chaucer and Chaucer apocrypha in Fables 
Ancient and Modern (1700) form a significant part of his general re-
putation. Herbert G. Wright, in an article on "Some Sidelights on 
the Reputation and Influence of Dryden's 'Fables'" (1945), provides 
an excellent survey of the status of this material in the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries.56 Wright traces the general popularity of 
the Fables in the eighteenth century, noting that Dr. Johnson's cool-
ness toward them €they lack moral value) is a minority opinion for 
that day. Although he claims that they were among the most popular 
works in the nineteenth century, his arguments rest more on the 
comments on the tales from Baccaccio than on those from Chaucer. 
Wordsworth, to cite an outstanding example, giv~s the Chaucerian 
pieces as an instance that Dryden's language is not "in the high sense 
54John Dryden: the Poet, the Dramatist, the Critic (New York, 
1932)' p. 20. 
55Page 20. 
56RES, XXI (Jan., 1945), 23-37. 
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of the word poetical, being neither of the imagination nor of the 
passions."57 "I do not mean to say," he goes on, "that there is 
nothing of this in Dryden, but as little, I think, as is possible, 
considering how much he has written. You will easily understand my 
meaning when I refer to his versification of Palamon and Arcite , as 
contrasted with the language of Chaucer. Dryden has neither a tender 
heart nor a lofty sense of moral dignity: where his language is · 
poetically impassioned, it is mostly upon unpleasing subjects; such as 
the follies, vices, and crimes of men or of individuals."58 Scott, 
however, to ~-1hom these remarks were addressed, praises the Fables as 
"the best example of his talents as a narrative poet."59 
In Victorian criticism the negative tradition dominates. James 
Russell Lowell, usually high in his regard for Dryden's poetry, finds 
that in his translations "haste has l ed him to fill out the measure 
of lines with phrases that add only to dilute, and thus the clearest, 
the most direct, the most manly versifier of his time became, with-
out meaning it, the source .•• of that poetic diction from which our 
poetry has not even yet recovered. I do not like to say it, but he 
has sometimes smothered the childlike simplicity of Chaucer under 
57Letter to Scott, (1805), cited from Markham L. Peacock, The 
Critical Opinions of William Wordsworth (Baltimore, 1950), p. 245. 
58page 245. 
59"The Life of John Dryden," Works , I (Edinburgh, 1821), 493. 
featherbeds of verbiage. "60 And Saints bury, Dryden's next major 
apologist, and one who gives partial approbation to the Chaucerian 
adaptations, calls attention to a representative passage which be-
trays Dryden's fatal tendency to amplification: Dryden took three 
lines to render the pungent metaphor about the hypocrite as "the 
smyler with the knife under the cloke."6l This passage turns up 
frequently in the case against Dryden's modern Chaucer. Churton 
Collins goes further in a nearly total dismissal of Dryden's "de-
plorable" modernizations of Chaucer, with whom Dryden has little 
ff . •t 62 . a ~n~ Y· What he espec~ally objects to is the intrusion of Dry-
den into authentic Chaucer; the result is a violent attack on the 
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audacity of the Restoration poet. '~here Chaucer is easy and natural 
with the easiness and naturalness of good breeding, Dryden is coarse-
ly colloquial. Where Chaucer is humorous, Dryden is simply vulgar . 
It may be doubted whether there is a single touch of nature which 
Dryden has not missed or spoilt, or a single pathetic passage which 
he has not made ridiculous."63 
The negative tradition of criticism on the Chaucerian translations 
survives well into the twentieth century, although not in such violent 
outbursts, usually, as this last. Robert Bridges, whose disagreement 
60"John Dryden" ./].87Q/, Among My Books (Boston, 1895), pp. 73-74. 
61Dryden, p. 158. 
62"John Dryden" [1.87§../, Essays and Studies (London, 1895), pp. 7, 
76. Consider the dissent of Richard Garnett, who thinks that adapting 
Chaucer "precisely suited the genius of Dryden." See The Age of Dryden, 
(London, 1895), p. 13. 
63Page 77. 
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with Gerard Manley Hopkins over Dryden we have already noted, uses the 
Chaucerian translations in the case against Dryden, considering them 
"childishly inexpert, besides being poetically unreadable."64 "How 
could Dryden imagine he was improving Chaucer when he was stuffing in 
all that stodgy padding?" he asks. 65 And the Victorian position sur-
vives undaunted and undiluted as late as 1933 in A. E. Housman's im-
passioned protest against the revival of Dryden. In The Name and 
Nature of Poetry Housman characterizes the poetry of Dryden and his 
age in these terms: 
To poets of the eighteenth century high and impassionea poetry did 
not come spontaneously, because the feelings which foster its birth 
were not then abundant and urgent in the inner man; but they girt 
up their loins and essayed a lofty strain at the bidding of ambition . 
The way to write real poetry, they thought, must be to write some-
thing as little like prose as possible; they devised for the pur-
pose what was called a "correct and splendid diction," which con-
sisted in always using the wrong word instead of the right, and 
plastered it as ornament, with no thought of propriety, on whatever 
they desired to d±gnify . , • . •. • It "'"as ).n · truth at once pompous and 
poverty-stricken.66 
"The features and formation of the style,'' he goes on, "can be studied 
under a cruel light in Dryden's translations from Chaucer."67 Housman 
64"Dryden on Mil ton" 1190]./, Collected Essays. Papers. &c 
(London, 1930), pp. 274-275. 
65Page 275. 
66(Ne\..r York, 1933), pp . 18-19. 
67page 20. 
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brings up the "smyler with the knife" passage against Dryden, but he 
ends his discussion with a warm word of approval for one piece, the 
apocryphal Flo\V"er and the Leaf. 68 
Some of the other recent superficial, appreciative critics are 
divided over the Chaucerian poems. Allardyce Nicoll objects to them 
as informed, along \V'i th the other trans lations, by his "pseudo-
classical" temper; Dryden has "lost the simplicity of the original. n69 
Nichol Smith straddles the question, saying first that altogether this 
material offers ••great richness," and then turning right about with 
the remark, ·~e must regret the loss of much of Chaucer's simplicity 
and directness." 70 George Noyes, however, takes the position that 
"these products of the poet's old age have an enduring charm. The 
harshness and asperity of the great satirist are gone; there remain 
a clear, melodious diction and a frank, kindly spirit, which shmV" 
Dryden to be a kinsman of Chaucer and of William Horris. "71 
Mixed attitudes may also be traced in the more thorough studies 
of the modernizations from Chaucer. One of the first of these dis-
cussions coming within the scope of our investigation is that of 
68Pages 25-26. 
69oryden and His Poetry (London, 1923), pp. 99-102. 
70John Dryden, pp. 81-82. 
7l"Biographical Sketch," p. lxi. 
473 
Thomas R. Lounsbury in his Studies in Chaucer (1892). Although 
Lounsbury is not willing to consider Dryden the equal of Chaucer, he 
values the modernizations not only historically for their role in re-
storing the medieval poet to an age that had nearly lost sight of 
him, but as well as "noble-spirited poems" in which "the gold of 
Chaucer has been transmuted into silver."72 In fact, says Lounsbury, 
compared with his predecessors in the treacherous business of render-
ing Chaucer in a modern idiom, "his merits are simply supreme . "73 
Yet his discussion is balanced by judicious reservations based on 
comparative study of the two poets on comparable passages . He singles 
out as Dryden's main inadequacy his failure when compared with his 
source in simple, direct expression. 74 
Frederick Tupper, Jr., published an article in 1897 that docu-
ments Dryden's dependence on Speght's edition of Chaucer in his trans-
lating . Tupper's work is interesting in the light of later knowledge 
of Dryden's use of contemporary scholarship in his classical trans-
lations . He shows that Dryden "has incorporated into his version, 
not only the inspired lines of Chaucer, but the uninspired notes of 
Speght; has indeed, in a few cases, preferred to be wrong with the 




scribe, to being right with the prophet. 11 75 
Das Verh~ltnis der Fables von John Dryden zu den entsprechenden 
mittelenglischen Vorlagen (1903) by Florian Rzesnitzek is a piece of 
comparative criticism that tends merely to document in some detail 
commonplace generalizations of the negative tradition . Rzesnitzek 
calls attention, for example, to the dilution of Chaucer by the ex-
pansive Dryden . 76 And he complains that "Ch. s ~aiver Humor, der 
seinen Erz~hlungen einen so ktlstlichen Reiz verleiht, und der oft in 
launigen Ubertreibungen und ~cherzhaftem Spott sieh ~ussert, geht in 
den Fables fast vollst~ndig verloren . 11 77 His main point in his dis-
paragement of Dryden's Chaucerian translations concerns the alter-
ation of Chaucer's characters, especially in the Wife of Bath's Tale . 78 
Nevertheless, Rzesnitzek seeks to occupy a middle ground, in the 
final analysis, recognizing values in Dryden's Chaucer from a his-
torical point of view, but rejecting it . as a modern student: 
Von dem Standpunkte des Zeitalters, in welchem Dr. lebte, sei es die 
Frage, , ob er mit seiner Ubertragung nicht das Richtige getroffen habe . 
Dr. habe sich an die Allgemeinheit, welcher Ch. unbel<annt war, gewandt, 
und sogar_di~jenigen, die einige Bekanntschaft mit Ch. besassen, h~tten 
ihn uur /sic/ aus Auflagen voll von Fehlern gekannt. Diese heiden 
Ansichte~ st~den sich his auf die heutige Zeit gegenUber; nur die 
Zahl und der Einfluss der Anh~nger bef~den sich jetzt im umgekehrten 
Verh~ltnis •• • · • LOn the other hand~ allein betrachtet, z~hlen die 
75 11Dryden and Speght's Chaucer," MLN, XII (June, 1897), 348 . 




Fables ihrer formvollendeten Sprache wegen zu den vorzliglichsten 
Dichtungen der englischen Literatur, und eine Reihe von Stellen aus 
den modernisierten Erz~hlungen werden stets als Perlen der englischen 
Dichtskunst bewundert werden . 79 
A different sort of study is Wolfgang JUnemann's Drydens Fabeln 
und ihre Quellen (1932). JUnemann marks a significant step in the 
direction away from negative judgment, although he does not seek to 
defend Dryden, either, for that matter . He takes an objective approach 
to the poetic character of the work of both poets, seeking to identify 
the distinctive traits of each by comparative explication. JUnemann 
constantly calls attention to the tension which Dryden adds to his 
original by his characteristic use of antithesis . His close scrutiny 
of Dryden and Chaucer results in an emphasis on the more lively 
quality of Dryden's verse over Chaucer's, a liveliness that he calls 
baroque- - "die best~dige Antithetic barocker Spannungen und ihre 
spielerische Ltlsung in Drydens Werk . So ist Barock der Stil 
der steten Bewegung. Er kennt keine Ruhe, denn hinter jeder 
Synthese, die im Moment ihrer Aufstellung Klarheit und Bewegunglosigkeit 
bedeutet, pocht die Polarit~t der letzlich unvereinbaren Spannungen . "80 
There have been two American doctoral dissertations that study 
in detail Dryden's Chaucerian translations. The first, Austin C. 
79Page 176. 
80(Hamburg, 1932), p . 64 . 
Dobbins' "The Employment of Chaucer by Dryden and Pope" (1950), is 
frankly concerned about the low general estimate of these works and 
seeks by the historical approach to reconsider the whole question. 
Dobbin's final view, in its most concise form, is that "Dryden's 
translations . from Chaucer should be considered faithful Augustan 
translations."81 Rejecting both the view that Dryden adulterated 
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Chaucer with his own style and the view that the works should be 
considered as original poetry with Chaucerian themes or inspiration.82 
Dobbins seeks ans\-Ters both in Dryden's theory of translation and in 
his views on Chaucer for the questions about Dryden's treat~ent of 
Chaucer. He is especially helpful in the light he manages to case 
on Dryden's practice from an examination of Chaucer's reputation in 
the seventeenth century. He shows that the Augustans in general "saw 
Chaucer as an author of ribald hmnour," while Dryden particularly 
saw him as a satirist and a religious reformer: "It is this inter-
pretation of Chaucer as a religious reformer which seems to give 
validity to Dryden's frequent insertions of contemporary religious 
and political references in his modernizations of Chaucer's poems. 
Chaucer, a follower of Wycliffe, was a satirical poet who inveighed 
8lunpubl. diss. (University of North Carolina, 1950), p. 256. 
82Page 3. 
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sharply against 'the vices of the clergy in his age. rrr83 
The second dissertation to consider these works is James V. 
Ill's ''Dryden's Adaptations from Mil ton, Shakespeare, and Chaucer" 
(1954). It is less valuable than Dobbins' because Dryden receives 
relatively brief treatment. Lill has no new contribution to make to 
the tradition of criticism on this material (he is generally negative), 
and no new insights to bring from his work with Dryden's adaptations 
of the works of the other poets. 84 Finally, R. D. Spector's article 
"Dryden's Translation of Chaucer: A Problem in Neo-Classical Diction" 
(1956) is a superficial discussion of the whole topic in four pages, 
tending to stress the Augustan qualities in Dryden's style in the 
85 Chaucerian poems. 
It remains for us to consider the tales that Dryden translated 
for the Restoration reader, confining our discussion mostly to the 
more careful investigations of these works. 
Dryden's modernization of The Knight's Tale has been subjected 
to more study than any of the others. W. H. Williams's article 
"'Palamon and Arcite' and 'The Knightes Tale''~ (1914) repetitiously 
documents the view that ''Dryden's purpose generally seems to be to 
83pages 31-36. 
84(University of Minnesota, 1954). I consider some of his 
points below. 
85~, N.S. III (Jan., 1956), 23-26. 
make the language more pointed, epigrammatic, and antithetical; to 
render the vague more definite, and the allusive more explicit; to 
fill in outlines and to complete pictures; to make the narrative 
logical and consistent; to supply missing links in the chain of 
thought; to dignify, polish, and adorn; in short, to array what he 
cqnsidered to be the primitive and crude simplicity of Chaucer's 
language in the elegant and ornate court-dress of Restoration 
rhetoric."86 His disapproval is latent in the remark that in Dry-
den's version "simple and natural phrases are made artificial and 
rhetorical," and rampant in his charge that "among many examples 
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of the vicious taste offue period, one of the worst is Dryden's 
treatment of the poignant pathos of Arcite's dying words to Emily."87 
Rzesnitzek's discussion of Palamon and Arcite centers in Dryden's 
modification of Chaucer's ~haracters, particularly that of Arcite. 
He complains that "Dr.s Auffassung von dem Charakter des Arcit 
durchaus nicht der Vorlage entspricht, dass er viele ZUge 
hinzugefUgt hat, die an und fUr sich den Leser ansprechen ktlnnten, 
aber mit der Vorlage verglichen, sich zumeist als Verschlechterungen 
8~R, IX (April, 1914), 161. 
87(July, 1914), pp. 309-310. 
des ursprUnglichen Charakters erweisen. "88 Lill is also in the 
negative tradition, objecting to Dryden's alteration of the whole 
from a romantic to an epic story.89 In each of his major points, 
however, he follows the concise but frigid discussion of Mark Van 
Doren: 
In Palamon and Arcite he has applied the seventeenth-cehtury heroic 
formulas to Chaucer's Knight's Tale , which he says he prefers "far 
above all his other stories" because of its epic possibilities. The 
result is a sometimes stilted poem, one of the least interesting for 
its length in the Fables . Surrendering to the Restoration heroic 
tradition, Dryden has drawn the sting of Chaucer's clloquial charm 
and injected with a blunt needle the false dignity of Almanzar and 
Aureng-Zebe. Neither the jovial satire nor the purple melddrama of 
the other tales is here. Epithets, circumlocutions, latinisms, 
grave conceits, and standard allusions . are run profusely in to 
thicken but not ennoble the original texture. The verse is uniform 
and handsome, but the psychology is al~ost everywhere gross.90 
Austin Dobbins and William Frost write in defense of Palamon 
and Arcite. Dobbins simply accepts the view of Van Doren and Lill, 
that Dryden's conception of the Knight's Tale is essentially epic, 
and he judges it by sympathetic standards in this light. He finds 
that Dryden tightens the structure of the original according to his 
conception of its epic theme: "Not man's independent choice but the 
will of God is determinate."91 Such an interpretation accounts for 
BBoer VerhHltnis der Fables von John Dryden entsprechenden 
mittelenglischen Vorlagen, p. 88. -
89"Dryden' s Adaptations from Mil ton, Shakespeare, and Chaucer," 
pp. 2ll-246. 
90John Dryden: A Study of His Poetry , 3rd ed. (New York, 1946), 
pp. 223-224. 
9~"The Employment of Chaucer by Dryden and Pope," p. 55. 
479 
480 
most of Dryden's changes, including the shift in the characterization 
to which Rzesnitzek so strenuously objects. Palamon is treated as 
having priority in his love for Emily, while Arcite violates both the 
obligations of brotherhood and chivalry in persisting in his suit; 
these modifications make for a moral interpretation according to the 
neo-classical concept of the epic. Dobbins discusses Dryden's omissions 
and transpositions in the same light, as "an attempt to unify the theme 
of the 'Knightes Tale' more exactly •.• perhaps most significantly 
in the more decided emphasis upon fate and the will of the gods which 
is found in the translation. ~gain and again Dryden strengthened 
passages of the original which dealt with what he considered, to be the 
essential meaning or moral of Chaucer's 'epic.' Conversely, Dryden 
omitted and generalized lines or passages in his translation which 
tended to contradict or to impair the clear expression of what he 
took to be the fundamental message of his source."92 In his apology 
for the rhetoric and poetic diction in Palamon and Arcite as con-
sistent with the purpose of epic elevation of style, however, Dobbins 
suggests that Dryden violated his own theory of translation by 
stylizing more than Chaucer would have, had he been a modern poet--
this nebulous concept being an indication of the limits of freedom in 
92Page 82. 
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Dryden's liberal theory of translation.93 
Frost's discussion of Palamon and Arcite similarly sees it as a 
translation '1in the purely heroic mode, 11 and as such considers it 
11brilliant of execution.n94 Frost suggests an autobiographical read-
ing, however: 
Dryden associates his two noble patrons lthe Duke and Duchess of Ormon~7 
with specific characters in the poem, finding 11A Palamon in him, in you 
and Emily. 11 All the evidence •.• seems to suggest that Dryden, like 
Milton writing Samson Agonistes in his old age, projected into the 
symbolic situations of poetry emotions arising out of his own position 
in life and out of what he took to be the deteriorating political situ-
ation around him. Just as for Milton Dagon no doubt represented an 
analogue to the Anglican establishment, and Samson 11eyeless in Gaza at 
the mill with slaves 11 a parallel to his own misfortunes and disabilities, 
so to Dryden the munificent Theseus, disregarding the enormous cost of 
temples and stadium for the tournament, formed a contrast to the 
monarchy which had deprived of his laureateship the chief--almost the 
only--poet of the age: 
So princes now their poets should regard 
But few can write, and fewer can reward. 
(II, 661-2) 
By a similar process Arcite became a symbol of military success 
vitiated by personal disloyalty (William III was an able soldier, and 
had ousted his predecessor James with little trouble); while Palamon 
represented loyal failure eventually rewarded by divine intervention.95 
Yet he finds a wider reading necessary as well, and focuses his 
93Pages 95-121. 
94nryden and the Art of Translation, p. 72. 
95pages 76-77. 
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attention on "the general view of human environment and human destiny, 
a view epitomized in the figures of Theseus and Emily; the symbolism 
associated with Mars, Venus, Saturn, and Diana, and the reflective or 
philosophical speeches of several of the characters . u96 He- finds that 
Dryden especially succeeds with Theseus' speech which ends the period 
of mourning for Arcite: "One of the great philosophocal passages of 
Chaucerian poetry, this speech became in Dryden one of the finest of 
the seventeenth century, its Boethean vigor and loftiness and un-
diminished in his transcription . Always a master at ideological poe-
try, he seizes on Chaucer's images, enlarges, contrasts, rearranges, 
but preserves their spirit and their implications . "97 
The Cock and the Fox , Dryden's translation of the Nun's Priest's 
Tale , has generally been bypassed as one of Dryden's mistakes, an 
indication of his failure to reproduce Chaucer's characteristic humor. 
James Lill represents most clearly the typical dismissal, although he 
goes into the matter further than most . Lill complains that Dryden 
"does not capture the sly humor of Chaucer," and that the tale in 
Dryden's hands "loses its freshness and vitality because of the aware-
ness of its characters."98 He finds Partlet, particularly, more 
96Page 78 . 
97page 7. 
98"Dryden' s Adaptations from Mil ton, Shakespeare, and Chaucer," 
p. 6 . 
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reminiscent of the boudoir than the barnyard.99 Lill also notes, 
with uplifted brow, the contemporary references induced by Dryden's 
treatment of the fox as an hypocritical Puritan.100 Yet, on the whole, 
he considers Dryden to have rescued much by the energy of his verse 
and treatment . 101 
Dobbins, characteristically, taken an historical approach, seek-
ing to interpret The Cock and the Fox from Dryden's point of view. He 
points out that the eighteenth century considered Chaucer as a re-
ligious reformer and satirist, and that this view, supported by the 
erroneous idea that Chaucer had written the apocryphal Plowman's 
Tale in this vein. In this light Dryden's view of the animal fable 
as a conventional vehicle for satire causes him to consider The Nun's 
Priest's Tale "as a literary portrayal or parallel of the events 
which led up to the deposition of Chaucer's king, Richard II, in 
1399. 11102 And Dryden's theory of translation licenses him to suggest 
a seventeenth-century political parallel, which accounts for the 
shifts in characterization: "Underlying Dryden's versions of the 
characters of the fox, the cock, and the hen are • • . the persons 
of the Puritan clergymen, James II, and Mary of MOdena."l03 Although 




l02 11The Employment of Chaucer by Dryden and Pope, 11 pp. 148-151. 
l03Page 171. 
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material in Chaucer's story, Dobbins denies that Dryden has lost much 
of it . 104 Similarly, although Dryden uses modern (i.e., neo-classical) 
poetic idiom, adding rhetorical devises, especially antithesis, there 
is less stock diction and epic heightening than in Palamon and Arcite . lOS 
Dryden's translation of The Wife of Bath's Tale has not had a 
very complicated critical history . T. R. Lounsbury set down the main 
lines of the discussion in 1892 . Lounsbury is not hostile to Dryden's 
modern Chaucer, but he centers his discussion on Dryden's alteration 
of the character and role of the mysterious crone: 
In Dryden's version she is no mere passive sufferer from a wrong in-
flicted by a malign and hostile influence possessed of preternatural 
power. She is herself a proficient in magic art. She has the in-
fernal world at her command •• .• The beautiful woman of Chaucer, 
suffering from the influence of malignant hate , becomes ••• a 
practitioner of the black art, leagued with the powers of the lower 
world, and sharing in the privileges with which subservience to their 
will is rewarded . l06 
Lounsbury's point is the basis of most of Lill's discussion of The 
Wife of Bath's Tale , except for some reflections on autobiographical 
107 
echoes in some added satire on the court and poets. Lill con-
siders on the whole that '~ryden's version of the tale loses further 
force because it is diffuse rather than pointed, and because it is 
too consciously artificial. .. 108 
104Page 179. 
lOSpages 191-200 . 
106studies in Chaucer, III, 176-177. 
l07"Dryden's Adaptations from Milton, Shakespeare, and Chaucer," 
pp. 203-209 . 
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Dobbins' rigorously historical approach to The Wife of Bath's 
Tale seeks to defend the change in Chaucer's loathsome lady by the 
argument that "Dryden has transformed Chaucer's he'Ii'oine into a witch-
bride. Singularly enough, ho"tvever, the obvious objection would not 
have been considered in the seventeenth century to have been justified 
by folk beliefs. nl09 His view that "to Dryden, the 'Wife of Bathes 
tale' was a story which was principally valuable for its statements 
of morality~' hardly accomplishes anything in Dryden's defense, al-
though his inevitable conclusion is that this tale, too, is satisfactory 
if we judge it by seventeenth-century standards, as "an Augustan fairy 
tale."110 
Dryden's Character of a Good Parson is not a translation in the 
sense that the other tales are; rather, as Dobbins puts it, it is an 
"emulation or the presentation of original poetic variations upon 
Chaucerian themes." 111 Perhaps this is one reason why it has 
attracted even less discussion than the tales previously discussed. 
Yet Saintsbury, recognizing its merely inspirational relationship to 
Chaucer's parson, says that "Dryden has done few better things.'~ ll2 
l08Page 210. 
109"The Employment of Chaucer by Dryden and Pope," p. 217. 
110Pages 219, 241-251. 
lllpage 123. 
112oryden, p. 163. 
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Rather more typical, however, is A. W. Ward's barbed comment in the 
Cambridge History of English Literature that "the most extraordinary, 
as it is the most extensive, addition, is the tag to the version of 
the exquisite 'Character of a Good Parson,' which seems to have been 
made with the twofold purpose of proving him a nonjuror, and of 
pointing out that he was the reverse of a type of parsons and priests 
in generai."113 
James Kinsley has examined The Character of a Good Parson in the 
light of contemporary events and Dryden's habits of translating 
(and updating) Chaucer under the assumption that he is a satirist 
and religious reformer. Kinsley says that Dryden's parson "has more 
in common with the non-juring Anglican clergy of Dryden's own day than 
he has with Chaucer's parish priest," suggesting that Dryden has his 
eye on Thomas Ken, non-juring Bishop of Bath and Wells. 114 Dobbins 
has published his discussion of this piece in an article which ex-
plains Dryden's contemporary references in the light of the rather 
common seventeenth-century notion (apparently shared by Dryden) that 
Chaucer was a Wycliffite.ll5 The contemporary reference, then, would 
11':\.. 
-vol. VIII, 58. 
ll4"Dryden's 'Character of a Gooci Parson ' : and .. Bishop Ken , " RES, 
N. S . III (April, 1952), 155-158. 
115"Dryden' s 'Character of a Good Parson': Background and 
Interpretation," SP , LIII (Jan., 1956), 51-56 . 
be justified by Dryden's theory that specific references should be 
modernized by the translator, in the spirit that Chaucer would have 
written had he been alive in the seventeenth century.ll6 
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Dryden's little set-piece, The Flower and the Leaf , is too brief 
to be the subject of much careful scholarly or critical study . It 
has generally been abandoned to the appreciative critics, who have 
treated it well if briefly. It is amusing to watch A. E . Housman, 
whose irritation over Dryden's Chaucerian material has already been 
noted, gush over The Flower and the Leaf : '~hat exuberent beauty and 
vigour! and what nature!"ll7 Saintsbury finds in its delicate 
character an amazing indication of the adaptibility of Dryden's 
rhymed couplet, which his age had so casually dismissed as rigid.ll8 
Francis W. Bonner, in his dissertation "A History of the Chaucer 
Apocrypha," merely connnents on its influence in popularizing the 
poem in the eighteenth century . ll9 
The popularity that Herbert Wright traces for Dryden's trans-
lations of three tales from Boccaccio in the nineteenth centuryl20 
116Page 55 . 
117The Name and Nature of Poetry, p . 26 . 
ll8A History of English Prosody, II (London, 1908), 384. 
ll9(University of North Carolina, 1949), p. 312 . Bonner's 
dissertation is disappointingly thin on Dryden's work with the Chaucer 
apocrypha; Dobbins is much more satisfactory. 
120"Some Sidelights on the Reputation and Influence of Dryden's 
'Fables,'" pp . 26-37. 
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has not, apparently, continued into the twentieth. Of course, Baccaccio 
does not have the interest for moderns that Chaucer has, nor has our 
day been characterized by a taste for narrative poetry, which seems to 
be the chief foundation for the ninet.eenth-century interest in these 
translations. Anthony Collins, writing in 1878, betrays high regard 
for the tales from Baccaccio, saying that "they appeal more directly 
and effectively to the passions and the imagination than anything else 
which Dryden has left us, not excepting the best of his lyrics. There 
are indeed passages in these versio~s which approach poetry of a high 
order . "l2l Collins cites some "noble lines" and "exquisite" excerpts 
from Theodore and Honoria to support his claims. 122 And Richard 
Garnett praises both Cymon and Iphigenia and Theodore and Honoria as 
excellent narrative poems, "acknowledged masterpieces."lZ3 
George Saintsbury also shows considerable interest in the 
Boccaccian poems, placing one of them, Theodore and Honoria , "at the 
head of all the poetry of the whole school of which Dryden was 
master."124 Apparently it is to this tale he refers when he says in 
12l"John Dryden," p. 79. 
l22Pages 79-80 . 
123 The Age of Dryden, p. 33. 
124oryden , p. 167. He points out (p . 154) that even the early 
nineteenth century rated this poem highly. 
another connection that Dryden's "most effective piece of tragic 
description is a versified paraphrase--the most magnificent para-
phrase, perhaps, ever written- -of the prose of Boccaccio . •• 125 He 
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also finds passages to praise in Sigismunda and Guiscardo and Cymon 
and Iphigenia , although his enthusiasm for them is not so intense . 126 
Of course, the passing of the nineteenth century into the 
twentieth did not immediately and automatically kill all interest 
in these metrical tales . Mark Van Doren, writing in 1920, considers 
them "the most successful of all Dryden's poems as narratives . "l27 
·Allardyce Nicoll in 1923 devotes space to the whole of Theodore and 
Honoria and some vague remarks on Dryden's "intense individuality, 
which grips our attention and carries us through a multitude of de-
fects."128 And D. Nichol Smith in 1925 says that in narration Dry-
den is "at his best, not when he modernizes Chaucer, but when he 
chooses a story from Boccaccio's Decameron and treats it as Chaucer 
might have done . Since Chaucer, no better short stories have been 
told in English verse than Dryden's Theodore and Honoria and Cymon and 
Iphigenia . "129 
125page 135. 
126Pages 164-167. 
127John Dryden: A Study of His Poetry, p. 229 . 
128oryden and His Poetry, p . 118. 
129"Introduction," Drydeq : Poetry and Prose (Oxford, 1925), p . xiii. 
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Since the 1920's there have been noticeably few discussions of 
the tales from Boccaccio. Wallace Cable Brown has studied Dryden's 
use of the couplet in narrative poetry, as represented by Theodore 
and Honoria , showing both firmness and variety in Dryden's practice.l30 
And Kenneth Young in his biography of Dryden pays passing respects 
to Theodore and Honoria as a narrative poem "which, if it had been 
written at the end of the next century, would have been regarded as 
typical of the earlier Romantic poets . " 131 It is curious to note 
that William Frost, who takes the whole range of Dryden's translations 
to be his province, omits discussion of these pieces. 
It is · interesting also to see that C. s . Lewis uses the tales 
from Boccaccio in his assault on Dryden's lack of a classical sense 
of unity of tone . He complains of the satiric element in Cymon and 
Iphigenia , and he charges that Sigismunda and Guiscardo "suffers from 
that overstrain and tendency to falsetto which is the infallible mark 
of the prosaic mind desperately determined to be 'poetical.' •r 132 
He particularly objects in the latter tale to Dryden's inclusion of 
"a ribald picture of his heroine as the lascivious \vidow of conven-
tional comedy," a character whotn he "will presently try to make sub-
lime."l33 
130The Triumph of Form (Chapel Hill, 1948), pp . 19-20. 
131John Dryden: A Critical Biography (London, 1954), p . 203. 
132"Shelley, Dryden, and Mr. Eliot," Rehabilitations and Other 
Essays (London, 1939), pp . 10-11. · 
133page 11. 
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R. W. Stallman has met Lewis on the same ground as a modern in defense 
of a "poetry of Inclusion," as opposed to Lewis's implied espousal of 
a "Poetry of Exclusion": "There is Metaphysical Wit in ••• Dryden. 
The satire inserted in the romantic fable of Cymon and Iphigenia 1~~~ 
• the inclusion of the ribald picture of the heroine of Sigismunda 
and Guiscardo ••• indicate Dryden's recognition of the possibilities 
of including both postive and negative attitudes of experience and of 
extending the limitations of his form. The inclusion of daring shifts 
and blends of the comic and tragic marks Dryden's sensibility as 
mature."134 
There remain two more areas of Dryden's work as a translator to 
be considered. Dryden's supposed translation of a whole corpus of 
Latin hymns has received some little attention. Dryden is known to 
have translated the hymn Veni, Creator Spiritus, but some have sus-
pected that other hymns in the Primer of 1706 were also done by him. 
Scott seems to have started off the rash of guesses by accepting 
two other hymns into the canon and including them in his edition of 
Dryden, defending his judgment on an impressionistic basis. 135 Saints-
bury accepted Scott's conjecture, including them in his recension of 
134
"Dryden in Modern Poe try and Criticism," unpubl. diss. 
(University of Wisconsin, 1942), pp. 184-185. 
l35"Life of John Dryden," pp. 342-343. 
Scott's edition in 1895 . About the same time Orby Shipley took the 
position that "a large, perhaps the largest portion" of the Primer 
hymns were by Dryden. 136 H. Leigh Bennett, writing in Julian's 
Dictionary of Hymnology (1892) accepted his theory, as did W. H. 
Shewring in an article "The Office Hymns of John Dryden" (1933). 137 
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The most elaborate arguments for the ascription of the entire Primer 
to Dryden were marshalled by Frieda Brunner in her book John Dryden's 
Hymnen (1931) . Miss Brunner argues for Dryden's authorship from in-
ternal evidence, chiefly from supposed links between the hymns, and 
from elaborately traced stylistic similarities. 138 
George R. Noyes and George R. Potter explode the whole business 
in a brilliant discussion prefixed to their editions of these hymns . 
They expose the Catholic tradition of Dryden's authorship as unfounded 
and undermine Miss Brunner's elaborate list of stylistic similarities 
by a similar comparison of the hymns with Roscommon's Essay on Trans-
lated Verse , which just as adequately proves by internal evidence the 
authorship of Roscommon of the hymns . l39 All the argument from style 
really shows , then, is that the hymns were written in conventional 
136cited from George R. Noyes and George R. Potter, "Introduc·tion," 
Hymns Attributed to John Dryden (Berkeley, 1937), pp. 9-10 . The whole 
history of the question is presented in full detail in this work. 
137Julian's Dictionary has been reprinted (New York, 1957) without 
change; see entries under "Dryden" and "Primer." I have not been able 
to examine the Shewring article; my citation is from Noyes and Potter, 
p . 4. Shewring recants in "Dryden and the Primer of 1706," Downside 
Review , LVI (July, 1938), 303-310. 
138(Freiberg, 1931), pp . 47-128. 
139Hymns Attributed to John Dryden, pp . 8-22, 40-55. 
493 
neo~classical poetic diction.l40 We are left, the~with the fre-
quently admired Veni, Creator Spiritus. 
Dryden's prose translation of Maimbo~.1:r.g' s His to ire de la Ligue 
and Bouhour's Vie de Saint Fransois Xavier have been studied by 
Lester W. Cameron as examples of Dryden's work with prose translation. 
Cameron's article is the only such investigation that has been done 
to date. He finds that in the first instance Dryden translates rather 
closely, reproducing with remarkable fidelity the "Ciceronian, copious, 
florid, and figurative" style of the Histoire, in spite of the anti-
Ciceronian looseness of his own prose style. 14l The Life of Xavier, 
however, offers Dryden an opportunity to work in his own prose manner, 
so that he produces in this instance a superior piece of prose trans-
lation. 142 
Dryden's translations, then, have been variously regarded. 
Though frequently attacked because of uncharacteristic additions and 
the loss of certain qualities in the original, they have been defended 
by a few scholars in the ~ventieth century who explain his methods of 
translation and the impingement of seventeenth-century notions of the 
140Pages 48-50. 
14l"The Cold Prose Fits of John Dryden,". Rev. de Litt. Comp., 
XXX (Juillet-Septembre, 1956), 372-375. 
142Pages 375-378. 
of the sources on Dryden's translations. The idea that Dryden did 
not adequately inform himself about the authors who attracted him 
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as a translator has been undermined, and a new awareness of the 
limitations of the contemporary scholarship of which he availed 
himself contributes somewhat to his defense. Dryden's translations 
from Lucretius and Juvenal have received high acclaim, while his 
work with Virgil and Chaucer, though often criticized for distortion 
and modification, has been reassessed by a scholarly inquiry that 
tends to revise in an upward direction the low estimate of the nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries . Modern interest in Dryden's 
translations has not been very great, but a few excellent studies 
have illuminated major aspects of this topic. 
C~PWRIX 
THE CRITICISM 
The literary criticism of Dryden has enjoyed the acclaim of a 
wide variety of student in different periods. Because of its diversity 
and complexity, and in spite of the charge of inconsistency, it has re-
ceived tribute from widely separated points of view. So diverse are 
the characteristics of Dryden's scattered critical essays and prefaces 
that this material, considered as a whole, serves as a mirror, as it 
were, in which the critical values of the jud~of Dryden's criticism 
are reflected, enabling him to ignore, minimize, or rationalize the 
presence of irrelevant or conflicting characteristics in the same 
body of criticism. 
The diversity and complexity of Dryden's criticism, and its ser-
viceability as a mirror for various critical values, then, will pro-
vide a general organizing idea by which to trace the reputation of 
John Dryden as a literary critic. Discussion of various aspects of 
Dryden's criticism are so abundant and so scattered that some principle 
of selection ~s needed in order to give a coherent account of the status 
of that criticism. The approach I have chosen embraces most of the 
issues involved. It will be supplemented by a discussion of Dryden's 
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estimate of various authors as they affect his modern reputation, 
followed by an account of his position as a ~vriter of English prose, 
a topic which is at least tangenti~l to the main interests of this 
chapter. 
The high point in the eighteenth-century reputation of Dryden 
as a critic is, of course, the observation of Samuel Johnson to the 
effect that "Dryden may be properly considered as the father of English 
criticism, as the writer who first taught us to determine upon princi-
ples the merit of composition . " 1 Johnson obviously considers Dryden 
a theoretical, if not a systematic critic, valuing him for his general 
rather than particular judgments . Not that he altogether decries Dry-
den's criticism on individual authors, for he praises especially 
Dryden's account of Shakespeare in the Essay of Dramatic Poesy: 
His portraits of the English dramatists are wrought with great spirit 
and diligence . The account of Shakspeare may stand as a perpetual 
model of encomiastick criticism; exact without minuteness, and lofty 
without exaggeration . The praise lavished by Longinus, on the 
attestation of the herois of Marathon, by Demosthenes, fades away be -
fore it. In a few lines is exhibited a character, so extensive in 
its comprehension, and so curious in its limitations, that nothing 
can be added, diminished, or reformed; nor can the editors and ad-
mirers of Shakspeare, in all their emulation of reverence, boast of 
much more than of having diffused and paraphrased this epitome of 
excellence, of having changed Dryden's gold for baser metal, of lower 
value though of greater bulk . 2 
1
"John Dryden," Lives of the English Poets, ed. George Birkbeck 
Hill, I (Oxford, 1905), 410. 
2Page 412 . 
But he does observe as well that Dryden's "remarks on ancient or 
modern authors are not always to be trusted."3 
Dr. Johnson divides the criticism into two categories, general 
and occasional: "In his general precepts, which depend upon the 
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nature of things, and the structure of the human mind, he may doubt-
less be safely recommended to the confidence of the reader; but his 
occasional and particular positions were sometimes interested, some-
times negligent, and sometimes capricious."4 Dr. Johnson does not 
elaborate this distinction very fully, but apart from his own pre-
ference for criticism resting on broad principles, there is the 
illustration he gives of the superficiality of Dryden's occasional 
criticism in which Dryden renounces the ethical standard so fundamental 
to Johnson's own criticism: '~hen he has any objection to obviate, 
or any license to defend, he is not very scrupulous about what he 
asserts, nor very cautious, if the present purpose be served, not to 
en~gle himself in his own sophistries. But when all arts are ex-
hausted, like other hunted animals, he sometimes stands at bay; when 
he cannot disown the grossness of one of his plays, he declares that 
he knows not any law that prescribes morality to a comick poet."5 





(and perhaps we should not make much of the analogy to Johnson himself) 
is his praise of "the criticism of Dryden'' as "the criticism of a poet; 
not a dull collection of theorems, not a rude detection of faults, 
which perhaps the censor was not able to have committed, but a gay and 
vigorous dissertation, where delight is mingled with instruction, and 
where the author proves his right of judgment, by his power of per-
formance . "6 Such, then, is the basis of Dr . Johnson's praise of the 
man "whom every English generation must mention with reverence as a 
critick and a poet . "7 
Sir Walter Scott does not add much to Dr . Johnson's estimate of 
Dryden's criticism; in fact, his discussion owes its main outlines 
to that of Dr . Johnson.8 James Russell Lowell deals rather hastily 
with the criticism, on the whole, in his essay on Dryden, valuing it 
chiefly in terms of "the gradual opening of his eyes to Shakespeare . "9 
He is also significant, however, for his stress on Dryden's critical 
inconsistency: 
If he took up an op~n~on in the morning, he would have found so many 
arguments for it before night that it would seem already old and 
familiar. So with his reproach of rhyme; a year or two before he was 
eagerly defending it; again a few years, and he will utterly condemn 
6Page 412 . 
7page 410 . 
8"The Life of John Dryden," Works, (Edinburgh, 1821), 525-533. 
9"Dryden" il.87Q}, Among My Books (Boston, 1895), p. 16. 
and drop it in his plays, while retaining it in his translations; 
afterwards his study of Milton leads him to think that blank verse 
would suit the epic style better, and he proposes to try it with 
Homer, but at last translates one book as a specimen, and behold, 
it is in rhyme . lO 
Lowell also pins on Dryden the label of critical "dictator," saying 
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that "he succeeded Ben Jonson as the acknowledged dictator of wit and 
criticism, as Dr . Johnson, after nearly the same interval, succeeded 
him. "ll 
George Saintsbury's judgments of Dryden's criticism may be found 
in three places : in his biography of Dryden (1881), in his History of 
Criticism and Literary Taste in Europe from the Earliest Texts to the 
Present Day (1904), and in his History of English Criticism (1911); 
the last book mentioned is substantially a republication of the English 
chapters of its larger predecessor . 
1°Pages 35-36 . 
llpage 6 . The notion of Dryden as a critical ''dictator" has had 
less currency than one might expect, considering the frequency of its 
association, say, with Dr . Johnson . It may be found in Leslie Stephen's 
account of Dryden in the DNB, for example, or in such hack works as the 
Hinchman and Gummere Lives of Great English Writers from Chaucer to 
Browning (Boston and New York, 1908) . The whole idea of a literary or 
critical dictator involves naive assumptions about criticism in the neo-
classical period, and it cannot be reconciled with the tentative and 
flexible character of Dryden's criticism. Dryden as dictator is usually 
pictured holding court surrounded by lesser wits at vlill' s coffee-house . 
For a refreshing expose of this view see Ralph M. Albaugh, "Dryden's 
Literary Relationships," unpubl. diss . (Ohio State University, 1948), 
pp . 40-44, 243-267 . 
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Saintsbury's Dryden deals briefly with the criticism. The great 
Victorian biographer locates "the great value of that criticism 
in its extremely appreciative character, and in its constant connexion 
with the poet 1 s own constructive work. "12 Saintsbury refuses to make 
an issue of Dryden's inconsistency, claiming that though Dryden's 
critical ideas are in a state of flux, they are also in "a perpetual 
state of progress." 13 Moreoever, "he never aimed at paradox for its 
own sake, but he never shrank from it; and on the whole, his criti-
cisms, though perhaps nowadays they appeal rather to the expert 
student than to the general reader, are at least as interesting for 
their matter as for their form." 14 
In the larger work Saintsbury amplifies these judgments and dis-
cusses other questions as well. The values and methods of Saintsbury's 
own criticism are evident in the following key passage in his dis-
cussion of Dryden's essays and prefaces: 
He does not--he never did to the date of the glorious Preface to the 
Fables itself--dispute the general doctrines of the sages from 
Aristotle downwards. But (and this is where the Longinian resemblance 
comes in) he never can help considering the individual works of 
literature almost without regard to these principles and simply on the 
broad, the sound, the unshakable ground of the impression they make upon 
him. Secondly •.. he is perfectly well aware that questions of 
diction, metre, and the like are not mere catchpenny or c l aptrap after-
thoughts, as ancient criticism was too apt to think them, but at the 




root of the pleasure which literature gives.l5 
Similarly, central to his enthusiasm for the Essay of Dramatic Poesy 
is the observation that "it may be said boldly that, up to the date, 
nothing in the way of set appreciation--no, not in Longinus himself--
had appeared equal to the three characters of Shakespeare, Jonson, 
and Fletcher."16 
Saintsbury sees some French influences ~n Dryden's criticism, 
but the significant point in his discussion of this question is his 
insistence on Dryden's essential originality, in spite of much 
borrowing, even occasional copying. 17 And he says of Dryden's re-
lationship to orthodox neo-classical doctrine, that Dryden "was 
enabled by his partial--and, in so far as his consciousness went, 
quite sincere--orthodoxy, to obtain an access to the general hearing 
in England, and ever to influence, long after his death, important 
literary authorities, as he never could have done if he had set up 
for an iconoclast."l8 
On the whole, Saintsbury gives to Dryden's criticism his loftiest 
praise; it comprises "a volume of critical writing which, if not for 
pure, yet for applied, mixed, and sweetened criticism, deserves to be 
put on the shelf--no capacious one--reserved for the best criticism 
of the world."19 
_ ~~y Citations are from A History of English Criticism (New York, 
11911/, p. 113. James M. Osborn in his John Dryden: Some Biographical 
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If a judgment on this order marks one of the zeniths of Dryden's 
critical reputation, it also sets the tone for many of the discussions 
of Dryden's criticism at the end of the nineteenth century and the 
beginning of the twentieth. And Saintsbury's emphasis on the critical 
appreciations, rather than on the more general and theoretical dis-
cussions, with their inconsistencies, marks the main line of Victorian 
criticism, reflecting as it does the appreciative and impressionistic 
nature of literary criticism as it was typically practiced in these 
decades. 
W. P. Ker's publication of the Essays of John Dryden in 1900 
marks another milestone in Dryden's reputation as a critic. Ker's 
Introduction is a combination of scholarly comment and superficial 
but appreciative observation. He praises the Essay of Dramatic Poesy 
as '~ryden's most elaborate piece of criticism, and the most careful 
of his prose works, while at the same time it is the liveliest and 
freshest till the incomparable Preface to the Fables, in the last 
year of his life. u20 The latter is dealt with in the same shallow 
Facts and Problems (New York, 1940), p. 33, remarks on Saintsbury see-





20cited from a later reprint (Oxford, 1926), p. xxxv. 
adjectival manner; it is "more full of life than anything else in 
Dryden's prose; not inferior even to the Essay of Dramatic Poesy; 
while nothing, even in prose or verse, brings out more admirably or 
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to better advantage the qualities of Dryden as the great English man 
of letters."21 Ker deals sunm1arily with the lesser prefaces, pausing, 
typically, over a scintillating remark of Dryden 1 s to say, "It is 
for sentences lil~e this that the occasional papers are worth reading. •• 22 
In general, Ker has a rather high opinion of Dryden's criticism. 
These essays, he tells us, " have been less damaged by the lapse of 
time and have kept their original freshness better than any literary 
discourses which can be compared with them, even taking the next 
century into consideration. He has suffered much less from changes of 
literary fashion than Addison or Dr. Johnson."23 Ker also pictures 
Dryden as a liberal, rather than dogmatic, neo-classicist, one who is 
"sceptical, tentative, disengaged, where most of his contemporaries, 
and most of his successors for a hundred years, are pledged to certain 
dogmas and principles." 24 In a remark such as this, Dryden has come 






earlier as "the writer who first taught us to determine upon principles 
the merit of composition." 
Joel E. Spingarn's collection of Critical Essays of the Seventeenth 
Century (1908) omits representations from Dryden's criticism because of 
the Ker volumes, but he does not exclude Dryden from his survey of 
seventeenth-century criticism in the Introduction to his three-volume 
I 
work. Spingarn echoes rather close t y the ideas of Ker, however, both 
in his stress on the French influen~e on Dryden's criticism (although 
Dryden maintains his critical independence in his best essays) and his 
evaluation of Dryden's significance for the history of English 
criticism: "Dryden taught EnglishmEn logical reasoning about critical 
problems; he was open to ideas; his temperament was Socratic and 
sceptical; his strength lay in argum~nt. He taught his countrymen a 
critical dialectic."25 
Saintsbury's emphasis on Dryden\ as an impressionistic critic is 
repeated in some of the other brief Peneral discussions of Dryden's 
essays and prefaces. It is in this eriod, as well, that Dryden's 
Shakespeare criticism (or, certain e pressions of it) contributes 
largely to Dryden's status as a crit c. J. Churton Collins, writing 
in 1878, praises Dryden's critical ax alysis of The Silent Woman and 
his literary portraits of ShakespearE and Ben Jonson. 26 And Oliver 
25vol. I (Oxford, 1908), lxxiii-lxxviii. 
26"John Dryden," Essays and Studies (London, 1895), p. 31. 
-
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Elton, who considers Dryden's to be \ a ~ritical rather than a creative 
age, praises Dryden in 1899 for temfer~ng his "Franco-Roman" critical 
tendencies by remaining open to "th! 
Chaucer, Shakespeare, and Milton. "21 
in felicit~, in poetical reading, at d 
of judgment, Dryden surpassed all o r 
Gray, until Coleridge."28 
free, genial inspiration of 
Elton considers that "in range, 
in a generous careless finality 
critics, with the exception of 
One tendency of this emphasis l n Dryden's appreciative criticism 
is, of course, the minimization of is critical theory. A second step 
in the history of Dryden criticism, then, is to focus attention on 
the diverse critical concepts in Dr den's widely scattered essays, 
contrasting their inconsistency with the merit of his "fine appre-
ciations.'' Emphasis on Dryden's crif ical inconsistency, coming at 
approximately the same juncture in tle history of our subject, is the 
logical outgrowth of the interpretation of Dryden as an impressionistic 
critic, although the negative emphasts is usually the product of 
scholarly inquiry rather than the di~cussions of the impressionistic 
critics themselves. 
I 
Paul Hamelius in his study Die ritik in der en lischen Literature ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
des 17. und 18. Jahrhunderts (1897) inds Dryden's critical tendencies 
27'The Augustan Ages (Edinburgh d London, 1899), pp. 194-195 . 
28page 196. 
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diverse to the point of irreconcila ility. Hamelius divides all 
criticism into four categories: "d'e Neoklassiker," "die Rationalisten," 
"die Romantiker" and "die christlic -moralische Kritik"; Dryden's 
criticism involves all four categor~es, including the moralistic, accord-
ing to his discussion, 
einheitliche kritische 
but ''Dryden , rlangte am Ende seines Lebens eine 
Anschauungsw ise, deren Kern romantisch ist."29 
Apart from this indication of what e considers to be Dryden's final 
tendency, however, Hamelius gives up the question of finding a princi-
ple of order in Dryden's criticism: ·~r gehtlrt vielmehr nach einander 
zu allen, da er alle der Reihe nach ek~pft und verteidigt. Umsonst 
haben wir versucht, einen regelmMssi en Uebergang von einer zur anderen 
wahrzunehmen: es gibt weder einen h storischen, noch einen logischen 
Zusanmenhang zwischen seinen Ansichtr ... 30 Dryden's inconsistencies, 
according to Hamelius' theory, resul , from ulterior motives, from his 
controversies and from his dependenc~ on patronage: "Der 
ausserordentliche Wechsel in seinen IA\nsichten muss teilweise daraus 
erkUlrt werden, dass er weder in sei1 r eigenen Geistesanlage., noch im 
Geschmacke Seiner Zeit eine feste Ricr tschnur hatte, sodass er. sich von 
perstlnlichen und parteiischen Neigungrn, sm.;rie von dem Wunsche, das 
Wohlwollen adeliger Herren zu erwerbe , oder einen verhassten Gegner zu 
verspotten, lei ten liess. "31 
29(Leipzig, 1897), p. 185. On p ge 48 he tells us that Dryden was 




Miss Laura \-lylie, in her S tud:i;es in the Evolution of En lish 
Criticism (1894), does not stress ryden's inconsistency, although 
she recognizes its presence as a v"rtue, taking the position that 
"neither as a poet nor as a critic id he shun the contradictions 
philosophic criticism. "32 In generr Miss Wylie tends to view Dryden 
as a constantly developing systematt c critic with a habit of 
speculative theorizing: "this specl lative interest in literary 
principles was perhaps one reason f J r his indifference to consistency."33 
Dryden, then, emerges from Miss Wyl e's rather brief and general dis-
cussion as guided but not limited b neo-classical critical principles . 
Miss Margaret Sherwood, in her book Dryden's Dramatic Theory and 
Practice (1898), rates Dryden highe as a critic than as a dramatist, 
but she has reservations about his cr iticism that center in its in-
consistency. She traces the variatir ns in Dryden's use of the term 
"imitation" and inconsistencies in his views on the purpose of tragedy 
and in his attitudes toward Shakespe re, the use of rhyme in tragedy, 
and the "rules" for drama. 34 Miss S en·lOod is ambiguous in her 
32(Boston, 1894), p. 27. 
33Page 27. 
34(Boston, 1898), pp. 13-30. CJnsider, for example , her statement 
that "the history of the critic for hirty years is the history of his 
changing mind in regard to these poi ts, siding now with the English 
against the rules, now almost decidi g with the French in favour of 
them" (p. 32). 
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attitude toward Dryden's inconsist ncy, connecting his "ability to 
see all sides of a question" with "that literary fairmindedness which 
was also indecision," calling Dryde "wise, judicious, appreciative," 
but "also, to a certain nsistent. "35 Again, ''Dryden's 
shifting of position is by no means always progress, and the fine in-
dependence of his, 'Why should ther be any ipse dixit in our poetry 
any more than there is in our philo ophy?' is contradicted by the 
time-serving element in his attempt at once to adapt his views to the 
formula that was the literary fashi and to the popular taste which 
eschewed the formula." 36 The next inute the inconsistency is pre-
sented in terms of a conflict between "the r ules" and Dryden's critical 
instincts in a conventional Victori~ estimate: 'When he forgets the 
rules, in examining the work of his ~reat predecessors, the spirit of 
the work he is discussing seems to descend upon him, and he is betrayed 
into an appreciation outside his fo~ula."37 
George R. Noyes, in his unpublii hed dissertation "Dryden as a 
Critic, with Special Reference to th, French Influence" (1898), also 
stresses Dryden's inconsistency. No ing Dr. Johnson's praise of Dryden 
as a dogmatic critic, Noyes suggests that Dryden differs from the 





methods, by having no true consiste cy in his work, and no logical 
foundation beneath his critical opi ions."38 He finds Dryden in-
consistent not only in the relation between his theory and practice 
(as does Miss Sherwood) but also in his criticism itself . In tracing 
through Dryden's changes, however, oyes suggests a pattern of de-
velopment, according to which Dryde starts out as a young, tentative 
critic in the Essay of Dramatic Poe-ry , "an incorrigible dilettante, 
plucking arguments where they may mJst easily be found, and grafting 
them on his own desultory reading ad small experience~" 39 Noyes then 
traces a general trend "in the dire tion of .classicism, " beginning with 
the shift in Dryden's attitude d Shakespeare reflected in his 
Defense of the Epilogue (1672) and h's reading of Rymer, who helped 
convert him to "pseudo-classic theor'es" by 1678, and finally the Pre-
face to Troilus and Cressida , \-lhich 'marks his definite conversion to 
the classical point of view. 1140 
Noyes repudiates Dryden's criti al theory, with all its incon-
sistencies, in favor of the view of ryden as "the father of impression-
istic, as well as of dogmatic critic'sm. He is a man of many sides, 
38 (Harvard University, 1898), p. 633 . Similar views, less fully 
worked out, may be found in his article "Dryden as Critic, 11 Nation, 
LXXI (Sept. 20, 1900), 231-233 . 
39Page 72. 
40Pages 193-199, 263-302, 361, 4~0-446. He does very little with 
the Preface to the Fables , which, no oubt, would damage this theory 
rather badly . 
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and, in criticism as elsewhere, app\eals to us in more ways than one. u41 
With Noyes, then, the entire questibn of Dryden's contemporary relevance 
as a critic rests not on his consis ency, but on his appreciations, and 
thestyle in which they are written: "Now his dogmatic criticism will 
usually be tolerated only for the s its beautiful expression. But 
of English, and, to a less extent, f foreign authors, based upon his 
marvellous feeling for style . In s ite of many revolutions in public 
taste, Dryden still offers counsel ot lightly to be neglected~"42 
article, "Dryden and the Critical Cfons of the Eighteenth Century" 
41Pages 645-646. 
42Pages 651-642. A special topfc of Noyes's dissertation is the 
question of French influence on Drydfn's criticism. Noyes practically 
identifies Dryden's theoretical criti cism with its French sources 
(especially with Corneille), taking he position that Dryden is a per-
sonal and impressionistic critic who gets his theory from the French 
(see pages 103-109, 521-531) . 
Other critics about the same tiie have stressed French sources 
for Dryden's criticism, but most den much important influence. Among 
these are Saintsbury, who sees an af inity between Dryden and Boileau 
(History of English Criticism, pp . 1~9-130) and Ker, who sees similar-
ities between Dryden and Corneille, ut who stresses Dryden's originality 
in his best criticism (Essa s of Joh Dr den , I, xix-xxii) . A. F. B. 
Clark in his Boileau and the French lassical Critics in En land 1660-
1830 (Paris, 1925), presents a case ~or a strong general French influence 
on Dryden, especially of Corneille ad Boileau (see pp . 241-242, 406-446) . 
Modern scholarship has tended to 
influence and at the same time to add 
French sources . Miss Dorothy Burrows 
of Dryden's Serious Plays and Dramati 
Literature" (University of Illinois, 
minimize the claims of a French 
to our knowledge of Dryden's 
in her dissertation "The Relation 
Criticism to Contemporary French 
933) presents evidence of Dryden's 
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(1907), but to Dryden's credit rathr' r than to his disrepute. Frye 
locates Dryden as one who "criticiz s from a craftsman's point of view," 
thorough knowledge of French critic , but finds that his reading of them 
does not make him doctrinaire or mo ify greatly his English bias (see pp . 
296-298, 103-109) . Pierre Legouis ~nan article on "Corneille and Dryden 
as Dramatic Critics" presents the c~se for Dryden's appreciation, even 
affinity, for the criticism of Corneille, but notes Dryden's repudiation 
of French criticism in the person of Neander; see Seventeenth Century 
Studies Presented to Sir Herbert Gr'erson (Oxford, 1938), pp. 267-291. 
John C. Sherwood's dissertation "The Sources of John Dryden's Critical 
Essays" (Yale University, 1944) further works with Dryden's borrowings, 
particularly on the question of the rules; the critical significance of 
his study emerges in the articles pu~lished on Dryden and the rules which 
we have discussed above. Louis I. Bredvold in an article on "The Rise 
of English Classicism: a Study in Methodology," Comp . Lit., II (Summer, 
19,0), 253-268, stresses the native rather than French elements in English 
neo-classicism, using Dryden as a pr~mary example . Jack E. Fink in his 
dissertation "St . Evremond in the French and English Critical Tr aditions" 
(Stanford University, 1954)· argues f:n; the influence of St. Evremond on 
Dryden in terms of an encouragement of "an historico-relative approach 
to literature" and other more specif'c debts (see pp. 176-179, 221-224, 
235-236). 
The most critical and most thoriugh investigation of all, however, 
is John M. Aden's dissertation "The uestion of Influence in Dryden's 
Use of the Major French Critics" (Un versity of North Carolina, 1950). 
Aden carefully distinguishes a borrozing from a real influence, conclud-
ing that Dryden used French criticis constantly as "the materia critica" 
for his essays (pp . 347-348). On th othe r hand, Aden says, ·~ryden was 
like no French critic of his time," ~nd little radical influence exists 
in spite of a good deal of borrowing (pp . 348-353). Aden's work with 
particular authors has been publishe in a series of articles: see 
"Dryden and Boileau: the Question o Critical Influence," SP, L (July, 
1953) , 491-509; ·~ryden and Saint Ev~emond," Comp. Lit., VI (Summer, 
1954), 232-239; ~d ·~ryden, Corneil e, and the Essay of Dramatic Poesy, 
RES, N.S. VI (Apr~l, 1955), 147-156. 
This abbreviated history of investigations of the question of French 
critical influences does not add muc§ to our account of Dryden's reputation, 
except to show a persistent scholarly interest and to indicate how the 
general trend of modern scholarship o~ the topic undercuts the position 
of Noyes that Dryden's theory is Fren~h while his original criticism is 
his own appreciative comments . For a more detailed history of the 
ques tion of French influences, see Ad~n's dissertation, pp. 1-31. 
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and hence as one ~vhose "criticism · s largely a criticism of method . "43 
One result of Dryden's critical apf roach, then, according to Frye, is 
that he "seldom perceives a critici l position before he has taken it 
poetically."44 If the craftsman-ci itic, then, is contradictory in 
some of his views it is of no grea~ concern: 
As he has no hesitation in recordi~g his opinions as fast as they change, 
his constant development gives his criticism an appearance of incon-
sistency which is occasionally discpncerting . A poet is expected to 
grow; he is indulged in half a dozer manners, if necessary . But, un-
reasonably enough, the critic is expected to form his conclusions once 
and for all and stick to them inflefibly. And yet one ofthe most praise-
worthy, as surprising, things in Drrden's criticism is just this 
capacity for growth . There is hardty a matter of taste touched in his 
earlier work with regard to which h~ has not changed his mind sooner or 
later for the better, for with r egard to his fundamental principles he 
remains pretty nearly fixed . He co es to have a very much higher 
opinion of Shakespeare, without relinquishing the original grounds on 
which he criticized him at first . ~e reverses his opinion with respect 
to the relative dramatic merits of ~he couplet and blank verse without 
altering his general theory of dram~tic poetry. . • . But ho,vever this 
may be, it is precisely the fixity of his fundamental principles and 
the flexibility of his judgment whic constitute his merit as a critic. 45 
One of the first persons ider the problem of Dryden's chang-
ing views in a detailed study is Wil iam E. Bohn, whose 1908 article 
"The Development of John Dryden's Li erary Criticism" receives the re-
cognition, in one ~vay or another, of nearly everyone who takes up the 
43universit of Nebraska Studies, VII (January, 1907), 26 . 
44page 26. Frye fails to develo this interesting but dubious 
suggestion. 
45page 26 . 
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subject of Dryden as a critic in t e next decade or so. Considering 
that "the chief difficulty presente by this mass of contrary opinions 
lies in the fact that it refuses to arrange itself under any simple 
principle of development," Bohn sees to discern a pattern of sorts.46 
The explanation which he finds does not represent steady progress in 
a single direction, but rather, the pressures of external circumstances: 
"The reasons for this apparent illo icality are not far to seek: one 
has merely to consider Dryden's cha the nature of the period in 
,.,hich he lived, and his relations w the controlling spirits of this 
period •••• In politics, philosopJ y, and art, as well as in religion, 
he seemed predestined by nature to ·br come a supreme conformist."47 
Thus, as he sees it, ·~ryden's literr ry criticism, far from being an 
inchoate mass of unrelated opinions, divides itself into five clearly 
marked periods; and • in each of these periods Dryden wrote just 
the sort of criticism one would expe t from a man of his type in his 
particular envirorunent. ,.4S 
46PMLA XXII (1907), 58. __ , 
47Page 63. 
48page 66. Bohn is anticipated in the division of Dryden's criti-
cism into periods by George R. Noyes, whom ,.,e have discussed above. 
Although Bohn may owe something to No es in a general way, his emphasis 
on external rather than intellectual rotives and his use of five rather 
than three periods distinguish him frrm the earlier writer. 
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Dryden's first period, accord~ng to this theory, begins with the 
Essay of Dramatic Poesy and lasts hrough 1685, a period of tentative 
exploration in which "the most characteristic /idea/ is enthusiasm for 
. I - -
great literature, especially for thi drama of the Elizabethans. Hence, 
tho L~i£/ this period presents no s ystem, it .is, in a sense, character-
ized by a free utterance of the ro+ tic spirit."49 
In the second period (1666-167~ ) the influence of the court causes 
a shift in Dryden's critical positi9n: "Adapting his works, half un-
consciously, to the taste of those J en, under whose influence he lived 
and upon whose favor he ~vas dependej t, Dryden came naturally to devote 
himself to the heroic play . And his t alent for criticism was turned 
to good account in the exposition an~ defense of the heroic literary 
i deal . This led naturally to a rathf r mechanical conception of poetry, 
a fervid defense of rime , apologies for extravagance in character-
development~ and an undervaluing of !he work of the Elizabethans. "50 
Bohn is quite severe on this era in Jryden's career, claiming that 
"his critical creed changes with the exigencies of c~m troversy . "51 
The years 1675 to 1679 mark Dry4en's third period, in which "there 
is • a return to the feeling whicr inspired the best passages of 
I 
49Page 67 . A 'crude opposition b ' tween Dryden's "romantic" 
tendencies (usually represented by en husiasm for Shakespeare and the 
Elizabethan drama) and "rationalistic' principles is one of the worst 




the Essay of Dramatic Poesy . The love for Shakespeare and his con-
temporaries which was so strong upor our author during his first period, 
has returned with redoubled force. And with this change there is 
noticeable a remarkable increase in sincerity. Here, as never before, 
we feel that ,.,e are getting at Dryd n 1 s innermost convictions. "52 Bohn 
sees this return to "sincere" and " omantic" criticism as the result of 
Dryden's changed professional statu:, the influence of the court having 
all but disappeared.53 
Another abrupt shift marks Drycen's fourth period, which embraces 
the years 1680 to 1689~ Bohn characterizes the criticism with the loose 
. 54 (and approximately synonymous) labels "rationalistic" and "common-sense." 
He strives, unsuccessfully, to relate the period to Dryden's work as 
the official public defender of the ~mbattled throne, one of the associ-
ations being a dubious affinity betw~en Dryden's rationalistic criticism 
and the rationalistic spirit of sati e.ss 
.The fifth period, comprising Dr den's last decade and presented as 
the result of Dryden's ne,;v status as an independent man of letters, is 
another era of "sincere" and "romant·c" criticism: "The old love for 





the good-sense mood and method . Th criticism is distinguished from 
that of the first and third periods by a broader, steadier grasp of 
aesthetic problems and by a beautif 1 evenness of feeling."56 The 
Preface to the Fables , of course, r ceives the highest acclaim, 
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according to Bohn 's lights: "Here 
ciation unmi xed with empty formulas . "57 
lve .g-et warm, spontaneous : appre-
Bohn's over-strained thesis ha undoubtedly done more harm to 
Dryden's reputation than any good tat 
least he was able to find a pattern bf 
may seem to accrue because at 
some sort. But the pattern is 
not logical, and Dryden's motives in the supposed second and fourth 
periods, at least, are ulterior, thuj reducing much of his criticism 
to special pleading. As Bohn himselk puts it, '~He never formally 
adopted and defended the doctrines o1 any critical school. The periods 
in his critical evolution •• • are , at least in chief part, the results 
of his adaptation to changing condit ons .• • . It is his literary 
allegiances, rather than his literar me thods, or theories, which 
divide our author's criticism into p riods . "58 
Louis S. Friedland in an articl more restricted in scope as it 
pertains to Dryden, says of Dryden's iews on the dramatic unities that 
"unfortunately, .• • here, as in so any other things, Dryden does 
not maintain a consistent policy or s t of ideas, nor can we trace in 
56Page 119 . 
5 7Page 130 . 
58Page 135 . 
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him the slow growth of the hardenin classicism that is evident in 
Jonson."59 Friedland accepts the wbrk of Bohn, with its negative im-
plications, noting that most of Dry~en's discussions of the unities 
fall within the "second period," anl stressing how Dryden's instability 
betrays him "leaning to one side or the other as circumstances, and the 
play in hand, compel. u60 He also f J :lows Bohn in the following view: 
"His dramatic tenets are a subtle c+bination of the 'classic' and the 
'romantic,'--which perhaps accounts for some of the charges of in 
consistency so frequently levelled a~ainst him. • To him it was 
given--and to few others of his timel -to atone for errors by true 
critical appreciation, which is only another word for insight."6l An 
even less significant article is ''Th Classical Rule of Law in English 
Criticism of the Sixteenth and Seven eenth Centuries" published in 1913 
by James Routh. He considers Dryden s doctrines to be "the supreme 
manifestation of English classicism,' yet finds several scattered ideas 
that betray either "servility" to th "classical rule of law" or 
romantic tendencies.6 2 
A. W. Verrall in his Lectures o den (1914) takes the general 
position that Dryden "had no profound or coherent theory in politics, 
59
"The Dramatic Unities in England," JEGP, X (19ll), 285. 
60pages 285-293 . 
6lpage 294. 
62JEGP, XII (1913), 617-626. 
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in religion, or even in criticism. "i>3 Apparently he does not consider 
this lack of coherence very devasta ing to Dryden as a critic, for he 
goes on to say, "Throughout these v riations he is always characterized 
by strong common sense . He felt hif way to improvements of practice, 
making rules and theory twist as thEy must . n64 Nevertheless, Verrall 
devotes some attention to showing ur: such "nonsense" as the doctrine 
of the unities as "authorities misur1derstood," letting Dryden represent 
the whole tradition of Renaissance criticism in the great delusion , and 
indicating variations in his position. 65 
"The Inconsistency of John Dryd;m," Percy H. Houston's contri-
bution to the decline of the reputat'on of Dryden as a critic, seizes 
upon the contradictions in Dryden as the central issue in his dis-
cussion . Although he pays his respe ts to Dryden's "splendid out-
bursts of criticism, his large and g nia1 praise of favorite authors," 
he considers Dryden a man of "splend d reasoning abilities without any 
profound convictions," stressing his dependence upon the public and 
the court in an attempt to provide b'ographical support for this inter-
pretation . 66 Dryden is represented c:s one who "with a mind singularly 
63(Cambr idge, 1914), p . 18 . 
64page 24. 
65Pages 117-141 . 
· 
66sewanee Review, XXII (October, 1914), 469-475. 
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open to conviction and a capacity or controversy quite equal to that 
of any of his contemporaries, ••• came perilously near to the 
attitude of mind of the accomplish sophist. 1167 Moreover, Houston 
charges that Dryden's 11mental life ever advanced beyond a restless 
search for some external authority pon which he might place the 
burden of his opinions. 11 68 
Noting Dryden 1s 11pathetic avowfl 11 that his professional aim as 
a dramatist was to please his own age, Houston takes the extreme view 
that 11 the various prefaces and dedi ations which form the body of Dry-
den's prose became, by virtue of th lir character as occasional pieces 
in support of whatever their author might be doing at the moment, 
the pleading of a workman seeking t1 defend himself from adverse 
criticism. 1169 He finds various critical essays completely irreconcilable 
with each other in temper and princi le, concluding his article with 
this severe judgment: 
Dryden, instead of leading his age, s his genius entitled him to do, 
contented himself with following after contemporary thought and de-
fending outworn modes of expression qecause of his employment of them. 
Though a man of great ability in controversy, he lacked the singleness 
of aim and the courage to maintain h~s opinion which mark a real 
thinker. Born between two epochs, h4 had not the will to accept either. 
Instead, though he leaned in his hea~t to the spacious days of great 
Elizabeth, he felt himself forced to ladmit as authoritative critical 




canons not congenial to his temper, merely because he was incapable of 
opposition. In the sense that he was not true to his own mental life 
and that he never found tasks commelsurate with his powers . Dryden 
stands out as one of the really pat etic figures of our literature.70 
In 1925 John H. Smith publishe a paper on ·~ryden's Critical 
Temper, 11 to the further damage to D yden as a critic. The li.nes of his 
study are not new: his purpose, he declares, is "to make clear a 
point of view according to which the specific statements of dogma con-
tained in them must be held irrelev t, and Dryden's literary appre-
ciations the only parts of the essayi fit to be considered in the 
formulation of his true critical tem~er. 1171 Smith finds in the various 
essays "a seemingly insolvable and i t\ coherent mingling of the downright 
romantic, the liberal, and the fanat cally rationalistic."72 He claims 
that he merely pushes to its logical conclusion the emphasis of William 
E. Bohn on the pressure of external 1ircumstances on Dryden's criticism; 
he concludes that "Dryden merely makJs verbal compromises tvith his cir-
cumstances--and so universally that y far the greater bulk of his 
opinion must be thoroughly discredited . 1173 
I 
7°Pages 479-482. 
7lwashin ton Universit Studies: Humanistic Series, XII (April, 
1925), 201. 
73Page 204 . His position would 
seems to me, as a combination of the 
of Hamelius. 
e more accurately described, it 
ethod · of Bohn with the conclusions 
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This does not mean, however , t at Smith would thoroughly discredit 
Dryden as a critic, although he com s perilously close to doing just 
that . Rather, like Houston, Noyes , and a number of others, he would 
salvage "those passages in which he has nothing to gain, and perhaps 
the good opinion of his contemporarJes to lose; in which his point of 
view rarely changes; in which he wri\tes not \vith any ulterior purpose, 
but for the sheer joy of it; in whicr he seems most himself . I refer 
to his estimates of the literary men who preceded him~ • • • These 
estimates are the only ones which th1 modern student will want to save, 
for they alone have the breath of in t hem." 74 
Alan Lubbock, in his little stu The Character of John Dryden 
(1925) , builds his discussion of Dry en's critical inconsistency on 
a broad biographical assumption that Dryden lacked guiding intellectual 
principles,75 much in the same manne as A. W. Verrall before him. 
Lubbock claims that Dryden's general critical practice is to make a 
case in controversy because that \vas hat the public wanted: 
The necessity of earning money , and h·s own inclinations, had alone 
determined him; arguments had followe • He had ahvays been satisfied 
with his tastes, and he remained so t the end of his life •••• 
Nothing could make him think that any~hing was bad which he admired; 
and if anything he liked \vere attacke , he would think out for it a 
logical defence . Othen1ise he was in urious about his own attach-
ments, and also, therefore , about the nature of art itself.76 
74Page 215 . 
75(London, 1925), p . 6. 
76Page 24 . 
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Lubbock, too, \vould rescue Dryden's appreciative conunents on in-
dividual authors from his devastati n, for in these passages "he 
speaks from the heart."77 And yet, "the appeal is all to experience, 
and he carries his inquires no furt er."7B Lubbock nearly withdraws 
his concessions in connection with hese passages when he says of 
Dryden's discussion of Shakespeare hat it is "praise critically con-
£erred, but it is not criticism. F r here, as everywhere else, Dry-
den does not probe into his subjects, :either to analyse their methods 
or to deduce anything bearing generally on aesthetics."79 
The emphasis on Dryden's inconsistency shows itself plainly in 
an article on "Dryden as . Critic" published in 1930 by George William-
son, although he does not rest his case on aspersions about Dryden's 
character. According to Williamson, 
A reading of Dryden's chief critical essays leaves one with at least 
three conclusions: Dryden had no fixed critical principles of his 
own, with the exception of a belief in the criticism of poets by poets; 
his literary taste, especially outside his own literature, tended to 
be coarse; he was a writer of admirable prose and critical prefaces . 
In spite of his inconsistencies, there 'vas a fundamental and arresting 
honesty in Dryden, and yet an honesty of character rather than of 
intellect. His integrity was sometimes the dupe of his reason, but 
his reason was never the dupe of his integrity . As one reads one feels 




that here is a man who may change his op~n~on from one sentence to 
another, but never without letting one know where to have him. Dryden 
the critic is almost a paradox. You feel his sincerity in his maze 
of critical opinions because he does not dissemble. Character, if not 
always taste and understandin, stamps every sentence.80 · 
From Dryden's "fundamental honesty," then, comes at least "a consistency 
of tone which obtains and holds our respect," if not consistency of 
point of view.81 
Yet, if Williamson does not find. Dryden insincere, he nevertheless 
enumerates instances to support the view that "within the limits of 
neo-classical theory he held almost every possible opinion": ''Dryden's 
inability consistently to hold a point of view m~y be seen in the 
varying fate which the pleasure and profit theories of the end of 
poetry encounter in his critical essays ••.• Other instances of his 
inconsistency are his ardent advocacy of heroic verse as the last per-
fection of art and practice of blank verse in that ambitious improve-
ment, 'All for Love'; his giving the palm to Homer in the 'Essay on 
Satire' and to Virgil in the 'Preface to a Parallel of Poetry and 
Painting'; and his determination not to 'deviate in the least from the 
precepts and examples of the Ancients' following his setting aside 
Aristotle's judgment on the primacy of tragedy over epic."82 Moreover, 
Hilliamson' s statement that ''Dryden's literary taste, especially in 
alien literatures, tended to be coarse," by which he means that "his 




critical sensibility caught the larger values for the most part but 
missed the finer ones,"83 marks a departure from the praise of Dryden's 
"critical instincts . '' He ends his essay 'vith superficial and anti-
climactic praise of Dryden as "a writer of admirable prose and critical 
prefaces . "84 
c. V. Deane, in his investigation of Dramatic Theory and the Rhymed 
Heroic Play , (l931), traces a single aspect of Dryden's criticism, but 
his discussion is informed by a suspicious attitude toward his material, 
finding "much of Dryden's criticism, brilliant though it is, • 
little else than special pleading. " 85 He finds an inconsistency between 
Dryden's earlier and later prefaces, the former showing "a desire on the 
part of their author to conform to the unities, while the later ones 
adopt a more independent atti tude . "86 Like Miss Margaret Sherwood, 
Deane particularly suspects the relationship between Dryden's theory 
d . 87 an pract~ce . 
Walter Jackson Bate also doubts that Dryden is "apart from his 
·historical importance, the greatest critical exponent of neoclassicism. 
For , to begin with, Dryden did not deal with the ultimate problems of 
literature . He tended, instead , to discuss specific matters, lSually 
questions of technique and method . Though warmly debated in his own 
83 Page 74 . 
84page 76. 
85(London, 1931), p . 24. 
86page 97 . 
87Pages 81-82. 
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day, many of these matters are now felt to have been rather local 
and temporary in importance. His lengthy discussions of the question 
whether tragedy should or should not be written in rhyme is an example. 
Moreover, Dryden did not systematically develop a point, but took it 
up, dropped it for something else, and returned to it at his leisure. 
Indeed, to an age eager for an incisive and searching treatment of 
basic issues, Dryden's casual and personal method of writing criticism 
may even arouse a less urgent attention than his critical importance 
really justifies."88 Rate takes the familiar position that "Dryden's 
merit as a critic lies less in his general theory than in his actual 
approach when a work is immediately before him. Indeed, his 
theoretical stand often changes, and seems readily influenced by 
other critics of the ti~e."89 
The decline in Dryden's critical reputation which results from 
the attacks on his inconsistencies by scholars who focus on the 
negative implications of the image of Dryden as an impressionistic 
critic, has been countered recently by a number of scholarly attempts 
to repair the damage. 
Clarence De Witt Thorpe has sought a unifying concept in Dryden's 
criticism in its recourse to "the psychological approach," by which 
88
"John Dryden," Criticism: The Major Texts (New York, 1952), p. 124. 
89pages 127-128. 
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he means criticism which has as its "basic aesthetic tenet" the view 
"that in poetry the public must be pleased at any price, 'religion 
and good manners only excepted. •rr90 Dryden's "remarks pointing to 
a psychology of effect are frequent and illuminating. He was, more- . 
over, deeply interested in the creative processes involved in poetic 
composition, and altogether he presents a valuable theory of these 
processes. In his speculation on such matters Dryden no doubt drew 
91 from many sources, but he is obviously much in debt to Hobbes." 
Thorpe makes two points in connection with Dryden's theory of the 
creative processes: first, that he develops his view along the lines 
laid down by Hobbes, and second, that in his various discussions of 
the problem, apart from an inconsistency in his use of the terms 
"imagination" and "fancy," there is consistency in his views.92 He 
also finds the psychological approach in Dryden's emphasis on effect 
over correctness, and in his interest in the passions, especially in 
connection with Shakespeare--two tendencies that liberalize Dryden's 
neo-classicism.93 
90
"The Psychological Approach in Dryden," The Aesthetic Theory of 
Thomas Hobbes, University of Michigan Publications Language and 





One attempt to interpret Dryden's conflicting critical judgments 
by means of some principle of selection is that of Russell J. Smith, 
who has studied the Dryden-Shadwell controversy in a doctoral diss-
ertation in 1941 and in a highly condensed presentation of the issues 
in a 1944 article. Smith points out how Dryden's strung-out literary 
quarrel with Shadlvell "forced Dryden to consider and reconsider im-
portant issues, Linfluencing hi~/ critical judgments both directly 
and indirectly."94 We are not here concerned with the biographical 
aspects of Smith's study, but it is significant in that it provides a 
method for dealing with Dryden's criticism. He tells us that a read-
ing of some of Dryden's essays in the context of literary argument 
shows us that they "are not pure criticism; they are one-half of an 
argument and must properly be read within that context."95 This 
approach, of course, offers a possible method for untangling Dryden's 
critical contradictions: 
Much has been made of Dryden's critical inconsistency, and several 
means of dealing with it have been proposed. The problem is not a 
simple one because the causes of Dryden's inconsistency are complex, 
resting as they do upon his philosophical skepticism, his tempera-
mental gift for reversing a decision without feeling undue humility, 
and his response to the continual stress and sway of his contro-
versies. No simple solution will serve, therefore, and any solution 
94
"Shadwell 's Impact upon Dryden," RES, XX (Jan., 1940), 30. 
95Page 42. 
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which ignores the third of these factors is necessarily faulty. Any-
one seeking to analyse Dryden's criticism must have a thorough know-
ledge of the arguments being met in any given essay and must 
systematically examine all Dryden's other remarks on the same subject. 
Only by this method can one separate the sounder positions from the 
temporary expedients adopted by Dryden in a steady series of contro-
versies.96 
The dissertation contains a more exhaustive treatment of the criticism 
in the light of the controversy with Shad\-lell, 97 and Smith hints that 
he is planning further investigation along the same lines.98 
Hoyt Trowbridge has made a double contribution to the counter-
attack against the critics of Dryden's inconsistency. In a 1943 
article on ''Dryden's Essay on the Dramatic Poesy of the Last Age," 
Tro,-lbridge claims that the essay under investigation, contrary to 
usual opinion, is not in contradiction to An Essay of Dramatic Poesy 
on the question of the relative merits of Elizabethan and Restoration 
drama, but a complementary discussion: "The essay \-las not intended 
as a general attack upon the Elizabethans . It is concerned only with 
limited and relatively superficial aspects of their work--especially 
their language, a topic which was not treated in the Essay of Dramatic 
Poesy--and its criticism of the Elizabethans on this score did not 
involve a retraction of Dryden's former praise of their plays on other 
96Page 43. 
97"Dryden and Shadwell: A Study in Literary Controversy" (Cornell 
University, 1941). 
98"Shadwell 's Impact upon Dryden," p. 43. 
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grounds . "99 Language, according to Dryden, relates to the age in 
which the poet lives, and hence it is not a reflection on the poet's 
genius to criticize his language . 100 Moreover, in his final para-
graph Dryden reasserts the same positive values in the Elizabethans 
as in the earlier Essay, so that w·here the two works "overlap they 
are in agreement, and where they cover different ground they are 
complementary."101 
In an article on "The Place of the Rules in Dryden's Criticism" 
{1946), Trowbridge returns to the question of Dryden's presumed in-
eonsistency: "Appealing at one time to the rules, at others to non-
1:ational criteria, his criticism is essentially unstable and incon-
s:istent . In so far as he did make use of the rules, their status 
\~·as that of hypotheses, or provisional generalizations, tentatively 
held and eas ily dropped in favor of other criteria. In criticism, as 
in religion and politics, Pyrrhonic skepticism or antirationalism is 
the continuing substratum, beneath the surface contradictions, which 
gives unity and integrity to Dryden's thought."102 Starting with 
99RQ, XXII (July, 1943), 242. 
lOOpage 243. 
lOlpage 249. 
l02MP, XLIV (Nov., 1946), 85 . Trowbridge here is working out an 
approach to Dryden's changeableness first suggested (but hardly 
de·veloped) by Louis I. Bredvold, The Intellectual Milieu of John Dryden 
(Ann Arbor, 1934), pp . 14-15, 71, 115-116. 
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Dryden's Defense of An Essay of Dramatic Poesy, where he is diametrically 
opposed to Howard's position that criticism is a matter of taste, Trow-
bridge finds here and in the other essays the prevailing view (or 
assumption) that true judgment depends "not on a sensitivity or enthusiasm 
hut on understanding and a grasp of principle," and hence that rules are 
possible, indeed, necessary. 103 And yet, "Dryden considered his position 
reasonable, but he did not claim that its validity had been con-
c.lusively established. "l04 Thus, "although the existence of rules of 
some sort seemed to him demonstrable, the arguments in support of 
particular rules were all of a merely probable order."lOS On the other 
hand, Trowbridge thinll:s that though Dryden is not dogmatic in his views 
o::1 the rules, his rationalistic assumptions transcend his skepticism: 
~~~hatever the source of Dryden's method of reasoning, it is not skeptical 
in spirit or intent. His criticism, as Johnson recognized, is a 
criticism by rule. In this field, as in religion and politics, his 
fundamental aim was to establish some kind of objective standards as 
as: a check against the anarchy of individual preference and opinion. "106 
103Page 88. 




In 1947 Samuel H. Monk, surveying the state of Dryden scholarship 
from 1920 to 1945, notes the progress that has been made, with which 
he is dissatisfied . "There is, he complains, 
.~ unfortunate tendency to treat the critical essays as elaborate de-
vices to deceive. Too many students approach the prefaces in the 
spirit in which earlier biographers approached the conversion to Rome. 
Except in the face of evidence to the contrary (and it is not easy to 
find), we must believe that Dryden meant what he said. Inconsistencies 
abound, but they cannot be dismissed merely because they are incon-
~;istencies . Dryden wrote his criticism experimentally and sceptically, 
cUld he '"as never ashamed of changing his mind . Each essay should be 
s:tudied in relation to the '"ork to '"hich it is attached and to the 
c:ritical temper of the moment. Dryden was a man of quick and eager 
enthusiasms, and the task in hand dominated his mind. It should also 
be remembered that though Dryden, in Johnson's phrase, is the father 
of modern criticism, he is also in his academic and literary back-
ground a man of the Renaissance. He is thus the very Janus of critics . 107 
And George Sherburn in 1948 reflects the trend away from condemn-
ing Dryden's inconsistencies, finding several persistent ideas in his 
criticism: "Dryden S\verved from minor positions, such as the use of 
rime in plays or rant in heroic dramas; but he is reputably constant 
in. his catholic appreciation of naturalness, 'refined' wit, structural 
neatness (and such rules as conduce to it) as well as of variety 
(disparaging such rules as constrict genius), of 'bold strokes,' and 
oJ: 'masculine fancy.' These last two values he admires in the 
Elizabethans, though at times excessively a\vare of the incorrectness 
fc•und >vi th them. " 108 S her bum does not claim, however, that there is 
l07"Dryden Studies: A Survey, 1920-1945," ELH , XIV (March, 1947), 
63 . This article appeared after the earlier Trowbridge piece, but not 
in time to note the second article, with which he tends to agree. 
108"The Restoration and Eighteenth Century," A Literary History 
of England , ed . Albert C. Baugh (New York, 1948), p. 717. 
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a progressive development in Dryden's criticism. In general, he be-
trays a high opinion of Dryden as a critic; his excellence derives 
"first, from a mental incisiveness that led him at times with in-
spired directness to the heart of a problem and, secondly, from an 
unusually catholic sensitiveness to the merits of several divergent 
.literary traditions . Amongst these traditions his mind has seemed 
1:0 some merely blown about by various winds of doctrine inconsistently. 
'j~he truth is that he is almost phenomenally able to see merits in all 
109 literary camps . " 
Frank L. Huntley has \.Yritten article on the Essay of Dramatic Poesy 
in which he seeks to demonstrate a greater unity than had previously 
been observed. Beginning with the agreed-upon definition of a play 
("a just and lively image of human nature, representing its passions 
and humours, and the changes of fortune to which it is subject, for 
the delight and instruction of mankind"), Huntley finds in its pairs 
of complementary terms the criteria and terms of reference for the 
entire Essay with its three main discussions . llO The reading of the 
109Page 716. 
110110n Dryden Is Essay of Dramatic Poesy, II University of Michigan 
Contributions in Modern Philology, No. 16 (March, 1951), pp. 18-56. 
John C. Sherwood in a revie-.;v of this article in Comp. Lit . , IV (Fall, 
1952), 375-376, disagrees with Huntley somewhat, finding the Essay 
le:ss tightly unified, more casual and digressive. He also finds a 
flaw in Dryden's construction: "Dryden appears to be confused on the 
f~~damental question of the intent of the Essay. It would seem from 
the preliminary remarks of Eugenius and the conclusion of Neander's 
first speech that Dryden wished to assert that the Restoration drama, 
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The reading of the Essay of Dramatic Poesy offered by Huntley reconciles 
~~ithin the antithetical criteria the diverse positions taken in the 
eourse of the conversation: 
Essentially, then, Dryden's theory of drama lies in the two major terms 
"'hich help resolve his fundamental problem of what is a good play--a 
t;ood play is a "just and lively" representation, and this unity of 
doctrine seems to reconcile what in the past have been taken to be con-
tradictions in his work. Practically every statement in Dryden's 
critical prefaces is justified therein by its relationship to one or 
to the other of these contrary terms, or to their combination. As for 
Dryden's attitude to,~ard his predecessors, for example, he would grant 
Shakespeare all the "liveliness" he himself \Wuld have liked to attain, 
but with Voltaire he deplored the great poet's looseness of structure 
and lack of decorum. There is no paradox in this, nor in his ad-
miration for Jonson and his love for Shakespeare. In the entire theory 
both the rules of the dramatic unities and the Longinian scope of his 
plea for bold metaphors and for the play of passions have a fitting 
place. The rules (and we have thought we could get along without rules) 
make for a just imitation; the metaphors (and we distrust poetry) 
m.al<e mostly for a lively one. Dryden's Essay of Dramatic Poesy can 
still be a \vhetstone that sharpens our steet.lll 
though inferior to the Elizabethan, still surpassed the ancient drama 
ru1d the modern continental. This proposition, which has aroused the 
patriotic indignation of Legouis and is indeed quite unreasonable, 
SElems to be forgotten in the middle of the Essay, where all the ex-
~~les are taken from the Elizabethan stage and the argument is 
m~maged as if it were enough to prove than any Englishman, of any age, 
had done superior work. Neander' s explanation for omitting any de-
tailed discussion of his contemporaries, for \vhose abilities he is 
making most extravagant claims, is a lame one and was perhaps slipped 
in. by Dryden to cover up his confusion of intent, which must have 
become evident to him when he tried to draw the argument to a con-
clusion" (p. 376). 
lllp 71 age • 
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One of the points in Huntley's article is one that he had pre-
sented three years before: that concern \-lith the problems of identi-
Eying the historical personages represented by the participants in 
Dryden's dialogue obscures their dramatic function as "embodiments of 
112 
attitude necessitated by the argument . " He doubts whether we will 
E!ver know "to what extend Dryden had actual friends in mind when he 
conceived his characters for the Essay, 11 and cautions against identi-
fying Dryden simply with Neander . 113 
Actually , Huntley had applied his approach to the Essay of Dramatic 
foesy to the whole corpus of Dryden's dramatic criticism in his 
doctoral dissertation nearly a decade before the appearance of this 
article. The larger work deserves wider circulation . Particularly 
valuable is his reading of the Preface to Troilus and Cressida , which 
h.:Ls usually been cited as inconsistent with the generous praise of 
Shakespeare in the Essay: 
This preface adds the genre of tragedy to the definition of a play in 
the Essay of Dramatic Poesy as "a just and lively image of nature. 11 
• •• His O\ffi experience in seeing revival of Elizabethan plays and 
in reading carefully Shakespeare and Fletcher he takes as the sources 
of his knowledge of what in those plays moved his concernment. Then 
he argues from the end--i . e . the tragic concernment of the audience, 
an.d usbordinates all other "grounds of criticism" to this one. Primary 
among the other grounds is the 11universal mind" of the poet, and 
secondary is vraisemblance . Thus, having first uncovered the 11grounds 
and reason of all criticism," then having pointed out the differences 
between Fletcher and Shakespeare, finally Dryden has answered the main 
question which he set out to ans\-ler--how far \-le ought to imitate them. 
112"0n the Persons in Dryden's Essay of Dramatic Poesy," HLN, 
LXIII (Feb . , 1948), 88-89 . 
ll3pages 88, 94-95. 
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His jottings of heads for an answer against Rymer helped him to define 
what he had long felt. We ought to imitate them in so far as they have 
succeeded in securing in their superstructure the "lively touches 
of passion" which in Dryden's own reading of their tragedies moved him 
1nost to concernment--the end of tragedy . ll4 
He finds that an over-view of the whole of Dryden's dramatic criticism 
yields a "unity of method and of doctrine," that "though the essay are 
separate in time and occasion, reading them as arguments has allowed 
us to perceive that the diversity charged against him is not real. rr 115 
In fact, "practically every statement concerning drama in those essays 
here examined is justified therein by its relationship to one or to 
the other of these universal terms- - 'just and lively'--or to their 
Cl)mbination as a ,.,hole . rrll6 
Samuel H. Monk in a review of Huntley's article accepts his work 
and applies his approach to the whole body of Dryden's criticism in 
his o'tm argument for the essential unity of Dryden's criticism: 
Dx·yden' s criticism, whether dramatic or non-dramatic, is a world which 
revolves on an axis of which these apparently antithetical groups of 
words are the poles . This critical world , however, includes both poles, 
though on occasion Dryden may s~and nearer the one or the other . Both , 
however, are always in view. But the important fact is that, whatever 
the "accidents" of Dryden's criticism may be--and they vary according 
to the subject, genre, work, or poet under consideration--the "substance" 
ll4"The Unity of John Dryden's Dramatic Criticism, 1664-1681," 
unpubl. diss. (University of Chicago, 1942), pp . 2ll-212 . 
115P 219 age • 
·remains essentially the same. The poet, like the orator, must have 
genius, which enables him to find an appropriate subject (inventio), 
and discipline, which assures under judgment just contrivance or 
design (dispositio), and under true wit (!'propriety of thought and 
:.anguage") just and lively expression (elocutio) . The "natural" 
often, as in tragedy and the heroic play, turns out to be, among 
Ct ther things, what is appropriate to the genre .117 
John C. Sherwood has also contributed a pair of articles to the 
question of Dryden's critical coherence, investigating the problem 
of "Dryden and the rules" first in connection with the Preface to 
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Troilus and Cressida and then with the Preface to the Fables . Sherwood 
d•:!parts from the standard depreciation of the Preface to Troilus and 
C:ressida so far as to claim that "in comparison with the Essay 
Lthere i2./ far less of a gap between \-lhat Dryden felt and what he 
thought he ought to feel. Thus, although the Essay of Dramatic Poesy 
is a far more lively piece of literature, the Preface to Troilus and 
Cressida is sounder in its doctrines and more satisfying as a work of 
criticism. " 118 He distinguishes the Preface from the Essay by calling 
the later work "not an evaluation of Shakespeare's genius, but an 
estimate of his qualifications as a model for the dramatic poet . ,ll9 
Considered in this light the Preface to Troilus and Cressida is an 
eX•:lrcise in the application of the "rules" of dramatic .composition to 
Sha.kespeare in which Dryden relies closely on French criticism but 
117~, XXXI (July, 1952), 269-270. 
118''Dryden and the Rules: The Preface to Troilus and Cressida," 
Comp. Lit., II (Hinter, 1950), 83. 
119page 74. 
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applies "their rules sanely and sympathetically in situations where 
many would consider such application senseless or irreverent."l20 The 
Preface, Sherwood insists, does not show Dryden in conflict between 
two standards, as does the Essay, for in the Preface "Shakespeare and 
;:he rules were reconcilable. "121 
In his second article, which deals with the Preface to the Fables, 
Hr. Sherwood pays tribute to the work of Hoyt Trowbridge and Frank 
Huntley in clearing _. away the old notion that Dryden's criticism is 
d . 11 . . 122 ra 1ca y 1ncons1stent. He distinguishes two kinds of incon-
sistencies charged against Dryden: "On the one hand, it is supposed 
that his principles varied from time to time; on the other, it is 
assumed that hi.s judgment on poetic works are inconsistent with .the 
neo-classical principles or 'rules' to which he generally adheres."l23 
H'::l deals with the second line of attack, arguing that even in the 
P:reface to the Fables, where there is little reference to the rules 
and much enthusiasm, "it is possible to show that the critical judg-
ments in the Preface are nearly all consistent with the neo-classical 
rules and are often phrased in terms of them; and it is also possible 
tc• show that the judgments themselves are often not original, and 
120Page 74. 
121Page 73. 
122"Dryden and the Rules: The Preface to the Fables,"~' LII 
(Jan., 1953), 13. 
123Page 13. 
that Dryden tends to praise and b lame much as his predecessors had 
done, though with occasional displays of independence."l24 Concen-
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trating on Dryden's discussion of the relative merits of Homer and 
Virgil, and on the Chaucer criticism, Sherwood reconciles Dryden's 
principles and taste by reference to the neo-classical standards, to 
which Dryden rarely r efers, but which he does not abandon or con-
tradict even in his most enthusiastic criticism. l25 
One variation of the tendency to consider Dryden an impression-
istic critic with an inconsistent theory is a slightly subsequent in-
terpretation of him as a very liberal classicist. Carefully defined, 
this position has validity, but all too often it is merely a facile 
explanation resulting from a respect for Dryden's criticism of 
Shakespeare and Chaucer and an imprecise awareness of the more 
theoretical essays, such as the Parallel of Poetry and Painting or 
the Preface to Troilus and Cressida. Instances of this view abound, 
particularly in texts and headnotes in anthologies. I shall deal only 
·with two or three representative examples . The view is epitomized in 
an undistinguished book by Francis Gallaway, Reason, Rule and Revolt 




vaguely "for reasonable freedom within the rule of probability."126 
Gallaway cites various unrelated opinions from Dryden to support this 
interpretation. 127 E. M. W. Tillyard paints essentially this picture 
of Dryden in "A Note on Dryden's Criticism" (1951) . 128 
A better representative of his position is J . W. H. Atkins in 
his book English Literary Criticism: 17th and 18th Centuries (1951). 
Atkins obviously values Dryden chiefly for his impressionistic criticism. 
Of the Preface to the Fables he says, "Its main feature is a masterly 
appreciation of Chaucer, whose claim to recognition he establishes by 
comparisons with Ovid and Boccaccio, and by a penetrating analysis of his 
artis tic achievement . Long acclaimed as a masterpiece in judgment, 
method and style, the Preface is otherwise full of good things and 
thus fitly marks the culmination of Dryden's work in the field of 
129 
criticism. " More important, Atkins finds that Dryden is I,J.ot a 
systematic critic, and decides that the best access to his criticism 
is thlt!ough a topical discussion rather ·than an ..:.: overview or a chrono-
logical survey of his development . 130 He constantly stresses the 
126 (New York, 1940) , p. 126 . 
l27pages 125-131. 
128 The Seventeenth Century: Studies in the History of English 
:rhought and Literature from Bacon to Pope , by Richard Foster Jones and 
others (Stanford, 1951), pp . 330-338 . 
l29(London, 1951), p . 109. 
130Pages 110, 129-132 . 
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supposed influence of Longinus on Dryden's criticism, both in liberal-
izing his theory and in maldng his criticism positive, appreciative: 
The secret of Dryden's greatness as a critic lay after all in himself, 
in that native sensibility which made him keenly alive to artistic 
values, capable also of a dispassionate psychological analysis of those 
values. What he found to admire in Shakespeare or Chaucer was based 
on no formal rules, but on his own instinctive reactions submitted to 
the test of Nature or reason, a test, it should be added, which to 
him represented something more than mere common sense or the prose 
understanding. The truth was that his judgment, at its best, both 
in theorizing and appreciating, was of a supra-rational kind. It 
spra~g from an imaginative sympathy which soared beyond anything that 
the pure unaided intellect could discern. Firmly based on his own 
impressions, his appreciations were something more than the result 
of acute analysis and sound reasoning, though these too played their 
part in confirming the faith that was in him. They were rather the 
result of a synthetic process which viewed the effects observed with 
a cr itical insight akin to the creative vision, that detected in 
the multiplicity of these effects meaning and coherence, thus pene-
trating to the heart of things. In short, it is not too much to way 
that with Dryden in his psychological judgments the creative 
imagination was unconsciously at work, a century before the process 
itself had been realized and defined.l31 
A sound corrective to the tendency to treat Dryden as hardly a 
neo-classical critic at all appears in R. S. Crane's review of 
Atkins's book, a review that becomes a contribution in its O'\-Tn right. 
After pointing out Atkins's failure to avail himself of recent 
scholarship, he deplores the practice of writing "the history of Eng-
lish criticism between 1650 and 1800 as a series of efforts, some 




away the 'errors' of the neo-classical 'system,' and then gradually 
to broaden and liberalize the outlook and methods of criticism in 
132 preparation for the 'great achievements' of the nineteenth century. " 
Many of Dryden's so-called liberal opinions are thoroughly reconcilable 
with the standards and methods of contemporary criticism; in a properly 
written history of English criticism '~ryden and Johnson would still 
be the heroes of the story, but not because they helped to emancipate 
criticism froql the tyranny of neo-classical rules . " 133 Crane has, 
perhaps, given us a hint of the plan of such a history in his article 
"English Neoclassical Criticism: An Outline Sketch," where he treats 
Dryden as a representative of the rhetorical tradition of criticism. 134 
The complexity of Dryden's criticism which makes him all things 
to all men has spawned some extremely diverse interpretations of that 
criticism. Some have more validity than others, but a number of 
them merely abstract one element from the critical matrix, ignoring 
132
"on the Writing of the History of English Criticism, 1650-
1800," UTQ, XXII (July, 1953), 377-379 . 
133Page 391. 
134cited from Critics and Criticism Ancient and Modern (Chicago, 
1952) , pp . 372-388. This article originally appeared in The Dictionary 
of Wor ld Literature , ed . Joseph T. Shipley (New York, 1943). Others 
who see Dryden's criticism as rhetorical in method and terminology are 
Meyer H. Abrams, The Hirror and the Lamp (New· York, 1953), pp. 16-17, 
and Lillian Feder, "John Dryden's Use of Classical Rhetoric," PNLA, 
LXIX (Dec . , 1954), 1258-78. 
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the rest, in order to use Dryden as evidence of some tendency or other. 
The most egregious of these interpretations may be found in thesis-
ridden doctoral dissertations. Jack Fink finds in Dryden's historical 
approach the seeds of critical relativism.l35 Emerson R. Marks de-
velops this interpretation more fully in his book Relativist and 
Absolute: The Early Neoclassical Debate in England (1955), in which 
he amplifies suggestions first made by Frederick A. Pottle in The 
Idiom of Poetry (1946). 136 Madeleine S. Cooney sees Dryden as a 
"beauties-and-faults critic," Thomas A. Hanzo has viewed him as a 
'!Latitudinarian" or "tolerant" neo-classicist, and Pierre Garai reads 
137 in his criticism a quest for order. No one has yet made Dryden 
the father of modern explicatory criticism, but The Explicator has 
as its motto the quotation from Dryden's Original and Progress of 
Satire: "The • • • last verse • • • is not sufficiently explicated." 
135
"St. Evremond in the French and Englich Critical Traditions," 
pp. 176-179. 
136see Marks, especially pp. 115-119, and Pottle, pp. 47-50. 
Neither claims that the relativism is very fully developed in Dryden's 
criticism. Rene Welle!~ has also noted the use of the relative method 
in Dryden's criticism; see The Rise of English Literary History 
(Chapel Hill, 1941), pp. 29-30. 
137cooney, "The 'Beauties and Faults' Criticism in the Neo-
Classical Period of English Literature," unpubl. diss. (Stanford 
University, 1952), pp. 14-16, 32-37; Hanzo, "English Latitudinarian 
Thought and the Literary Criticism of the Restoration," unpubl. diss. 
(Stanford University, 1951), pp. 106-125; and Garai, "The Shield of 
Order: A Study of the Influence of Cartesianism on English Literary 
Doctrine: 1660-1744," unpubl. diss. (Cohnnbia University, 1954), pp. 
172-193. 
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It cannot be said, however, that the rehabilitation of Dryden as 
a critic in the twentieth century is exclusively due to scholarly efforts. 
An even more important contribution has been made by T. S. Eliot, al-
though I cannot go so far as to say with R. W. Stallman that "whatever 
reputation Dryden has as a critic owes entirely to the place Mr. Eliot 
gives him."l38 
Eliot's insistence upon the importance of Dryden's criticism in-
volves an assertion of values and characteristics held in common by 
both Dryden and Eliot. Nowhere is this more evident. than in the 
following passage: 
Dryden was not only the first great English poet to set down carefully 
his theories about the practice of his own art, but he is also, ~llow­
ing for the limitations of his age, what we may call the normal critic. 
Johnson, in his Lives of the Poets, adopts a more particular method; 
his general views of the nature of poetry, and regulations of the 
art, occur here and there during the course of biographical critiques 
of particular poets; Dryden is directly concerned with the proper ·art 
of poetry, and his remarks on particular poets occur only as illus-
trations. Coleridge, in his great disorderly book of criticism, is 
no safe model for other reasons than mere disorder, for he does not 
restrain himself to criticism, but runs into philosophy and aesthetics. 
Wordsworth is occupied, in his fine prefaces to the Lyrical Ballads 
with defending his own practices, and is not accordingly a model for 
normal criticisms of poetry; and Matthew Arnold is too largely con-
cerned with finding the moral lesson. Dryden is concerned neither 
with appreciation nor with aesthetics.l39 
138"Dryden in ~lodern Poetry and Criticism, 11 unpubl. . diss. 
(University of Wisconsin, 1942), p. 147. Stallman arrives at this 
judgment because no other "modern critic" (in the narrow sense) has 
claimed an importance for Dryden comparable to that stated by Mr. 
:Bliot. He completely ignores scholarly discussion of Dryden's 
criticism, as he does of Dryden's poetry. 
139John Dryden: the Poet, the Jluunatist. the Critic (New York, 
1932), pp. 61-62. 
Similarly he says again that "a great merit of Dryden as a critic 
and as a critical influence is that he never transgresses the line 
beyond which the criticisms of poetry become something else."140 
The normality which Mr . Eliot describes, the concern with "the 
proper art of poetry" rather than "philosophy and aesthetics" marks 
the boundaries of his own criticism and locates his own critical 
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values. The denial that Dryden is concerned with appreciation makes 
an interesting contrast with the chief value of Dryden's criticism 
for Saintsbury and others preceding Eliot . 
The relationship bebveen Mr . Eliot's own views and his praise of 
Dryden becomes more apparent in his discussion of Dryden's essays as 
"the first serious criticism in English by an English poet . "l4l 
Eliot's annoying suggestion that the best criticism is the criticism 
of a practicing poet has been almost notorious; it has certainly be-
come one of the ideas distinctively associated with Mr. Eliot . And 
it is central to his estimate of Dryden as "the first poet to 
theorise, on any large scale, about his own craft"; "in Dryden we 
have, considering his limitation by his own time, an almost ideal 
balance between the critic and the creative poet~"142 And interest 
:ln the poet-critic is behind Eliot's interest in Dryden's critical 
prefaces as ,·,the notes of a practitioner . "l43 
140Page 64. 
14lpage 55 . 
142Pages 55-56 . 
l43Page 49. 
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It should come as no surprise, then, to find that Eliot himself 
has written a dialogue on the poetic drama which is plainly modeled 
on An Essay of Dramatic Poesy , and which he published together with 
that Essay . Similar interests and values inform both dialogues: 
concern for poetic drama and for the techniques of dramatic art . When 
Eliot says of Dryden's essays that "we feel that in Dryden we meet 
for the first time a man who is speaking to ~,ul44 we detect an em-
phasis on the conversational quality (as \-lell as on the modernity) 
of Dryden's criticism that also informs Eliot's dialogue . 145 Eliot 
speaks frequently of the importance of Dryden's prose style, both as 
a model and as an influence; in connection particularly with the 
Essay of Dramatic Poesy , which he considers brilliantly comparable 
with Plato's dialogues, though less profound or sublime, he becomes 
almost rhapsodic in the Saintsbury manner: "Here, and in all his 
prose, Dryden is, as in his verse , in perfect training; there is no-
where an ounce of superfluous fat; he is ne i t her anaemic nor apoplectic; 
every blow delivered has just the right force behind it."146 A similar 
passage reveals equally well both the values Eliot finds in Dryden's 
144page 55 . 
145see Of Dramatick Poesy: An Essay, 1668; Preceded by A Dialogue 
on Poetic Drama by T. S . Eliot (London , 1928) . Eliot tells us (p . ix) 
that his own dialogue is composed of scraps of actual conversations . 
146John Dryden: the Poet , the Dramatist, the Critic, pp. 53-54 . 
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style, and the virtues that inhabit Eliot's own practice in critical 
prose: 
He has all the virtues you would expect . He neither descends too low, 
nor attempts to fly too high; he is perfectly clear as to what he 
has to say; and he says it ah-lays with the right control and changes 
of intensity of feeling . His wit exceeds that of all his contempor-
aries; it contributes elegance and liveliness of figure, without 
ever overreaching himself into facetiousness • •• • "Elegance" and 
"urbanity"; two words of commendation which have long been in dis-
repute; but which are always needed . l47 
And, it seems to me, there is a similarity between the easy, confident 
tone with which Dryden and Eliot offer their judgments to the waiting 
literary audience. 
Eliot does not consider Dryden especially important as a 
theoretical critic, although he defends Dryden's theory of the 
imagination. 148 In general, he considers the neo-classical context 
a hazard to Dryden,, whose theory is 11a compromise between Aristotle, 
as he understood Aristotle through distorting French lenses, and his 
own practice which is itself a comp;romise between earlier English 
practice and French practice . "l49 Rather, he praises Dryden ·for his 






Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism (London, 1933), 
149John Dryden: the Poet, the Dramatist, the Critic, pp. 57-58 . 
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and poetry in the face of its declining reputation.l50 
R. W. Stallman tells us that '~r. Eliot is a 20th Century Dryden: 
as critics they perform similar tasks. For a living criticism of 
Jonson's work, we must look back as far as Dryden; for the first full 
revaluation of poetry since 'Essays in Criticism' of 1865, we must 
look forward to Mr. Eliot. Each in his way has accomplished a critical 
revolution. Each readjusted the past literature for his time, and 
set the poets and poems in a new order. Their representative quality 
is of the highest kind. In their criticism, as well as in their poetry, 
both Dryden and Mr. Eliot are the voice of their times. 151 He finds 
them comparable "in their directing influence; ·Dryden on Addison and 
18th Century critics, Mr. Eliot on the whole course of modern 
criticism. "152 Basic to this judgment is Stallman 1 s perception of 
Dryden as Eliot's ideal critic, the "normal~· and ~'orthodox~' critic 
with the outlook of a practitioner, who recognizes the proper 
boundaries of literary criticism. 153 An eighty-page doctoral 
dissertation "Dryden and Eliot: A Study in Literary Critic ism" by 
Sister Hargaret Joseph Burke (1945) adds nothing of significance to 
Stallman's study of the critical similarities between Dryden and Eliot. 154 
150John Dryden" the Poet. the Dramatist. the Critic, p. 56, and 
The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism, p. 24. 
15l"Dryden in Modern Poetry and Criticism," p. 151. 
152Page 151. 
153Pages 148-150, 155-157. 
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Mr. Eliot's interpretatio of Dryden as a poet critic has 
had its influence on a few recent d·scussions of Dryden's criticism. 
Jacob Bronowski. borrowed the concep for his odd little book The 
155 Poet's Defense (1937). It has d its way into recent textbooks, 
to define, by practice rather than bf precept, what were the important 
things to tall< about. "157 And James \ R. Sutherland echoes Eliot's empha-
sis on the urbanity and grace of Dryf en's criticism, an important 
heritage to subsequent English critics: "He taught his contemporaries 
how to discuss literature without raising the voice; he developed his 
own critical argument with a sedate cheerfulness and a lively dis-
cursiveness which I believe to be a part of the tradition I am trying 
to define. But Dryden did more than set the tone for literary dis-
cussion; he quickened the appetite for it."158 
154(Niagara University, 1945). The author reduces all criticism to 
two kinds in order to provide a common ground for Dryden and Eliot: 
"Reducing definitions to their lowest terms and ridding them of rhetorical 
trappings, only two legitimate systems of investigation are found: 
classical art on the one hand, advocating the claims of authority; and 
on the other, impressionistic, making sensitivity or personal reaction 
the ult.' mate test. The one judges solely by long established principles; 
the other judges solely by feeling. It is a writer's subscription to 
one or other l;i£7 of these schools which characteri zes him as a 
critic~' (p. 4). 
l55(Cambridge, 1939), pp. 3-5, 97-112. 
156(Englewood-Cliffs, 1956), p.231. 
157John Dryden (London, 1956), pp. 34-35. 
158The English Critic (London, 1952), p. 5. 
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Dryden's estimate of various English poets forms no small part 
of h~s reputation as a critic. An account of the criticism of his 
estimate of Shakespeare, for example, is valuable for the light it 
sheds on his position as a critic at various stages in our investi-
gation. The generous praise of Shakespeare by Neander (usually under-
stood as the persona for Dryden himself) in An Essay of Dramatic Poesy 
is a locus classicus of Dryden's criticism; along with the eulogy of 
Chaucer in the freface to the Fables, it provides the chief basis of 
Dryden's position in the early stages of modern criticism when he was 
considered an appreciative critic. It has been almost universally 
praised, but especially at the end of the nineteenth century and the 
beginning of the twentieth. 
Nevertheless, Dryden's Shakespeare criticism is also involved in 
the negative judgments of Dryden in the same period. For his less 
enthusiastic considerations of Shakespeare--especially in the Preface 
to Troilus and Cressida , the Defense of the Epilogue , and the Heads 
of an Answer to Rymer--are a part of the case for Dryden's inconsistency 
and provoke a number of outraged comments from the bardolaters. Fairly 
typical are the remarl<s of Augustus Ralli on the Defense of the 
Epilogue: "Dryden's evil critical angel almost overcomes the good in 
their struggle for his soul. • • • We get a gleam of light when he 
admits that Shakespeare has often written better than any poet in any 
language, but it is hurriedly quenched by the remark that he \>Trites 
in many places belo''l the dullest writer of ours or any age. " 159 
Similarly Ralli says of the Preface to Troilus and Cressida that it 
begins with "one of his trumpet-blasts of eulogy ••• but he soon 
returns to the flats ' of· contemporary criticism."l60 Ralli can only 
conclude that "it may be said of Dryden more than any man that his 
virtues were his own, his faults those of his age."l61 With most 
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authors in the early twentieth century, Dryden's fault-finding aspect 
of his Shakespeare criticism was laid to a lapse into the spirit of 
his age; the "great 3;ppreciations" were considered to atone for such 
lapses. 
We have already seen two attempts to reconcile the Preface to 
Troilus and Cressida with the Essay of Dramatic Poesy. Fred G. Walcott 
in 1936 published an article arguing that the Preface was written under 
the stimulus of Thomas Rymer's The Tragedies of the Last Age, and that 
since "Rymer's attack upon Shakespeare and Fletcher had cut squarely 
across Dryden's critical platform; Lsinc~/ it had violated his genuin~ 
159A History of Shakespeare Criticism, I (London, 1932), 5. 
l6°Page 4. 
161Page 5. This selection is representative of many; see also 
Charles F. Johnson Shakespeare and His Critics (Boston and New York, 
1909), pp. 58-66; D. Ni chol Smith, Shakespeare in the Eighteenth Century 
(Oxford, 1928), pp. 5-11; Irving Ribner, "Dryden's Shaksperean 
Critcism and the Neo-Classical Paradox," Shakespeare Assoc. Bull., XXI 
(October, 1946), 168-171. 
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though qualified, admiration for the English poets; l;inc~7 it had 
threatened the security of his newly chosen field of creative endeavor," 
th P f . t t R I • • 162 e re ace ~s a coun er o ymer s pos~t~on. Huntley disagrees 
completely with this position: "In so far as Dryden is concerned 
with Rymer, Dryden had no quarrel with the statement that the end of 
tragedy is to move pity and fear; but he looked upon plot as only 
half the means toward that end."l63 
In more recent decades Dryden's more rigorous criticism of the 
language and structure of Shakespeare has been considered less 
offensive as Shakespeare's reputation has passed beyond the stage 
of reverence, admitting him once more to the realm of humanity. 
T. S. Eliot represents the new sanity in his judgment that "take his 
comments upon Shakespeare one by one, and you will find, I believe, 
that most of them are just. We are so habituated to consider Shakes-
peare above criticism, that we cannot admit that Dryden's praise of 
Shakespeare is as high praise as our own; and that if we stop to 
apprehend the values ~vhich were rightly important for Dryden in his 
time, his occasional censure of Shakespeare is usualfY right. ,l64 
And there is the historical significance of Dryden's Shakespeare 
162"John Dryden's Answer to Thomas Rymer's The Tragedies of the 
Last Age,'' EQ., XV (April, 1936), 201. 
163"The Unity of John Dryden's Criticism," p. 182. 
164John Dryden: the Poet, the Dramatist, the Critic, p. 57. 
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criticism, presented by Gerald E. Bentley in his study Shakespeare 
and Jonson: Their Reputations in the Seventeenth Century Compared. 
Bentley considers Dryden's "championing of Shakespeare ,in his essays 
and prefaces • • • probably the most important single influence in 
the burgeoning of Shakespeare's reputation after the Restoration."165 
Bonamy Dobree takes this line of approach to the whole of Dryden's 
criticism of English authors: "It is easy enough for us to regard 
Chaucer, Spenser, Shakespeare, Milton, as towering figures; but it 
was Dryden who first declared they were so."166 He points out that 
Dryden's praise of Shakespeare came "at a time when Shakespeare was 
dubiously regarded, looked upon as a barbarous author, who did in-
deed want learning."l67 
Dryden's tribute to Chaucer in the Preface to the Fables is 
the second major basis of Dryden's reputation as an appreciative 
critic; it has also been widely praised, most of the reservations in 
this connection being associated with the assumptions behind his 
"translation" of Chaucer into modern English rather than with the 
Preface. Occasionally someone has carped at Dryden's error in the 
Preface of repudiating Speght's theory that Chaucer's "roughness" 
165(Chicago, 1945), p. 101. 
166John Dryden, p. 36. 
167page 36. 
might partially disappear if one were to pronounce his final ~·s, 
but, as Austin Warren puts it, "when one considers the corruption 
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of the texts and the ignorance of the sounded final ~. it is perhaps 
more wonder that Speght saw the light than that Dryden sat in dark-
ness."168 Warren has also stated the case for the limitations of 
Dryden's Chaucer criticism: "Neither Pope nor Dryden shows in his 
critical observations that he was aware of Chaucer's gift for 
sentiment and for pathos. Even the Preface to the Fables, with its 
never too much to be admired appreciation of Chaucer's Comedie 
Humaine, gives the impression that the Tales are largely 'merry' in 
the sinister sense." 169 Earle Birney has taken exception to the 
usual praise of Dryden's criticism of Chaucer, admitting that his 
appreciative discussion is fine as far as it goes, but that "it is 
also true that in sensitivity to the characteristic irony of Chaucer, 
as to his melody and his tenderness, Dryden ~vas singularly behind 
his own and Elizabethan times • .,170 
Nichol Smith points out that the remarkable thing about Dryden's 
praise of Chaucer is that he should place Chaucer above Ovid in an 
age when Ovid's reputation was much higher than Chaucer's, 171 for the 
168Alexander Pope as Critic and Humanist (Princeton, 1929), p. 223. 
169page 223. 
170"Is Chaucer's Irony a Modern Discovery?" JEGP, XLI (1942), 312. 
171John Dryden (Cambridge, 1950), p. 81. 
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latter was little known in general by the late seventeenth century. 
Caroline F. Spurgeon, in her study of Chaucer's reputation, considers 
Dryden's praise "the first detailed and careful criticism of Chaucer, 
as well as one of the most interesting literary discussions ever 
written."172 Miss Spurgeon documents by allusions what has long been 
recognized as fact: Dryden's immense influence in restoring Chaucer 
to the general reader as one of England's great poets.l73 
Dryden has not given us an extensive discussion of Milton, but 
his ready admiration for Paradise Lost before its reputation was 
established has occasionally been cited to his credit, as has his 
dramatic adaptation of Hilton's epic, The State of Innocence. 174 
Seldom commented upon, but of some significance, is the fact that 
Dryden was perhaps the first to suggest that Satan is the hero of 
Paradise Lost , although he does not idealize him as a symbol of the 
b 11 . . . 175 re e 1ous sp1r1t. 
172Five Hundred Years of Chaucer Criticism and Allusion (1357-
1900), I (Cambridge, 1925), xxxvii. 
173pages xxxvii-xl. 
174see, for example, John \-1. Good, 11Studies in the Milton Tradition," 
University Illinois Studies in Language and Literature, I, Nos. 3 and 4 
(1915), pp. 146-147. Good, like most Milton scholars, deplores The State 
of Innocence. 
175see Atkins, English Literary Criticism: 17th and 18th 
Centuries, pp. 133-134. 
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Of considerable interest is Dryden's attitude toward the meta-
physical poets . He has done himself no credit in the twentieth century 
by his verdict on Donne as "the greatest wit, though not the best poet, 
of our nation," and his confidence in his own age as expressed in the 
declaration, "I may safely say it of this present age, that if we are 
not so great wits as Donne, yet certainly we are better poets . "176 
Associated with the metaphysical tradition in Dryden's thinking even 
more than Donne is Abraham Cowley . George R. Noyes is perhaps the 
first to trace the development of Dryden's attitudes in a . negative 
direction over a period of years, starting with the early preference 
for the poet whom Dryden called "the darling of my youth" but vThom he 
later censured for extravagance . 177 Arthur H. Nethercot has studied 
Cowley's reputation with the Augustans, giving Dryden much of the credit 
for keeping it alive in the Restoration . 178 He has also commented on 
Dryden as probably the first to use the term "metaphysical" to 
179 describe the poetry of Donne and Cowley . Robert L. Sharp has 
176For an unfavorable discussion of these remarks and the attitudes 
they represent, see George Williamson, "Dryden and the Reaction," The 
Donne Tradition (Cambridge, 1930) , pp . 215-216; see also Robert L. Sharp, 
From Donne to Dryden . The Revolt against Metaphysical Poetry (Chapel 
Hill , 1940), p. 209 . 
177"Dryden as Critic, with Special Reference to the French 
Influence," pp . 564-576 . Dryden's shift in attitude tmvard Cowley is 
a buttress in Noyes's oversimplified description of Dryden as a critic 
moving in the direction of a greater classicism. 
178"The Reputation of Abraham Cowley (1660-1800), PMLA, XXXVIII 
(Sept . , 1923), 590-603. --
179"The Term 'Hetaphysical Poets' before Johnson,'' HLN, XXXVII 
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has supplemented Nethercot's work in this connection with the signi-
ficant observation that the term "metaphysical" as used in the seven-
teenth and eighteenth century often carried pejorative connotations; 
moreovec, he suggests, "both Dryden and Dr. Johnson were ..• aware 
of this pejorative sense and took advantage of it, thereby suggesting 
to their readers not only that Donne, Cowley and the rest were 
thoughtful, speculative, and abstract, but that they dealt in notions 
which, to a neo-classical mind were incomprehensible, vague, and re-
180 pugnant to common sense." 
Dryden's reputation as a critic depends at least in part on his 
high reputation as a writer of English prose. Few would go so far 
as one author of a literary textbook went when he claimed that "single 
181 handed, under French influence, he invented modern English prose," 
but many have praised it superlatively. T. S, Eliot, we have noted, 
has fixed on Dryden's critical prose as a major issue in his importance, 
(Jan., 1922), 11-17. See also "The Reputation of the 'Metaphysical 
Poets' during the Seventeenth Century," JEGP XXIII (1934), 173-198. 
180"The Pejorative Use of Metaphysical," MLN, XLIC (1934), 505. 
l8lcharles G. Osgood, The Voice of England: A History of English 
Literature, 2nd. ed. (New York, 1952), p . 276. 
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and an area where his influence is major.l82 
Dryden's prose has always received recognition, but at no time 
has that recognition been greater than in the period rounding out 
the nineteenth century and beginning the twentieth, when his re-
putation as a critic was identified with his appreciative passages. 
Style figures greatly in appreciative criticism, as the remarks of 
Noyes and Saintsbury on Dryden's criticism will easily attest. Noyes 
emphasizes the importance of Dryden's style to the extreme of saying 
that "Dryden did v1ell in attending to his style, since, both in prose 
and verse, it is his chief claim to distinction • ••• I know of no 
other really great English author ~Y"ho furnishes us less food for re-
flection."183 Noyes defines Dryden's style succinctly as "an ideal-
. • f 1 • d 1 • • II 184 LZatLon o cu tLvate Lterary conversatLon. I have not found 
that anyone since has improved on this brief definition. Saintsbury 
in his discussion o~ Dryden's prose stresses (as have many others, 
including, of course, Mr. Eliot) its normality; it is "singularly 
185 destitute of mannerism." 
182John Dryden: the Poet, the Dramatist, the Critic, pp. 49-54. 
183"Dryden as a Critic, with Special Reference to the French 
Influence," p. 554. 
184page 561. It is a cliche that Dryden's style is "conver-
sational," but Noyes's refinement of this oversimplification is much 
more satisfactory. 
185nryden, p. 128 . 
558 
There have been a few some,<~hat more systematic treatments of 
the topic of Dryden's prose. They fall into two general categories: 
accounts of its origins, and studies of its characteristics. Studies 
of the origins of Dryden's prose are, usually, contained in discussions 
of the general change in English prose in the late seventeenth century. 
Typical of one approach is Richard F. Jones's article "Science and 
English Prose Style in the Third Quarter of the Seventeenth Century" 
(1930). Jones finds the shift from the ornate, rhetorical prose of 
Sir Thomas Brom1e to a more simple, lucid vehicle for communication 
the result of the new science, noting the utilitarian stylistic ideals 
of the Royal Society and claiming that its "linguistic platform . 
exerted a powerful influence on the style of its members even in 
. . h h . .f. 11186 wr~t~ngs ot er t an sc~ent~ ~c. Dryden, of course, as a one-time 
member of the Royal Society and a member of its language committee, 
is directly brought under this influence . 187 Jones insists that this 
influence is distinct from the earlier anti-Ciceronian movement in 
prose style . 188 
George Hilliamson in his book The Senecan Amble (1951) has 
studied Dryden's style as an illustration of the English Senecan style, 
186~1LA, XLV (Dec., 1930), 978. 
187 Pages 999-1003. 
188pages 1004-05. 
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which is the last phase of the anti-Ciceronian movement previously 
characterized by Professor Croll, who has worked with the earlier 
seventeenth century. Williamson finds " the essential characteristic 
of Dryden's style" to be "the organic or trailing structure which be-
longs to the 'loose period' in Senecan prose." 189 He finds this 
tendency reinforced by Dryden's interest in the linguistic program 
of the Royal Society. 190 
Miss Mildred Martin's doctoral dissertation "Influences on 
Dryden's Prose Style " (1940) is the most thorough investigation of the 
question of origins . Miss Martin sees a number of influences at work 
moulding Dryden's style; together they may be described in such terms 
as these : "In Dryden, the ideal of the honn~te honune with all that 
it implied of gentlemanly negligence , avoidance of pedantry, and 
well-mannered wit, met the other ideal of philosophical rationalism, 
which emphasized method, order, and reason . "191 She searches far 
in her effort to round out her eclectic theory of influences: French 
critics such as Corneille and Les Mesnardiere, preachers such as 
Sanderson and Tillotson, and the rationalistic trend stenuning from 
Des cartes . and coming to Dryden through Hobbes and Sprat. Miss Martin 
seeks to document her points by analysis of the sentence structure in 
189The Senecan Amble . A Study in Prose Form from Bacon to Collier 
(Chicago, 1951), pp . 225-227 . 
190Pages 322-333 . 
l9l(University of Illinois, 1940), p . 225 . 
various essays and comparison of the rhetorical features with those 
of earlier authors.l92 
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It is the normative quality of Dryden's prose, it seems to me, 
that renders it almost immune to analytical or highly methodological 
study. Lacking in idiosyncrasies, it drives one back to a description 
such as Noyes's simple phrase, "an idealization of cultivated literary 
conversation." Of course, this observation may be documented by de-
tailed study. And yet, the impressionistic approach to prose style 
seems to me to have succeeded best with Dryden. This is essentially 
the "method" of Herbert Read 1 s English Prose Style (1928). Read 
characterizes Dryden as "the starting point of the main traditional 
style in English," a tradition still alive today. 193 He identifies 
the "main tradition" in terms of idiomatic normality, but he 
differentiates Dryden's particular style in vaguely personal terms 
that really tell us hothing. 194 James R. Sutherland's attempt to 
define "Restoration Prose," a style which was "written to perfect~on 
by Dryden," focuses on the social milieu out of which the prose emerged: 
'~hat London now had, to an extent that it never had before, was a 
large number of fashionable, and on the whole intelligent, people living 
19Zsee particularly pp. 143-152. 
193 (New York, 1928), pp. 205, 216. 
l94pages 213-214. 
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in a recognized Society, very conscious of themselves as constituting 
the polite world •• •• What especially marks out the Restoration 
period--the new factor--is the surprisingly large number of upper-class 
men and women who wrote with distinction. "l95 This leads him to a 
definition not unlike tha t of George R. Noyes: "Restoration prose is, 
in the main, a slightly formalized variation of the conversation of 
196 gentlemen . " Sutherland indentifies Dryden with this era in prose 
without attempting to isolate any further distinguis):ling character-
istics. And finally, Hugh Macdonald suggests that "it is an increased 
lightness in tone, quite as much as an alteration in the structure of 
the sentence, that ~akes us conscious of the difference between what 
can be called the old prose and the new," citing Dryden as one of 
197 his examples . 
One of the more technical approaches, we may readily dismiss 
Robert Aurner's article "The History of Certain Aspects of the 
Structure of the English Sentence," with its ludicrous charts and 
198 bar-graphs on prose writers from Caxton to Hacaulay . George Saints -
bury's History of English Prose Rhythm (1912), with its attempt to 
195Restoration & Augustan Prose (Los Angeles, Ll95~f), pp . 2-4. 
196Page 5 . 
197"Banter in English Controversial Prose after the Restoration," 
Essays and Studies, XXXII (1946), 21. 
198~, II (July, 1923), 187-208. 
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measure prose rhythm by quantitative metrical analysis, is an un-
fortunate attempt to improve on his merely impressionistic obser-
vations in his life of Dryden. In the final analysis, he is reduced 
even here to impressionistic description to interpret his unsuccessful 
technical analysis: Dryden attains "in prose a manner of rhythm as in 
all other ways, now· easy, now forcible, now combative, now playful, 
admirably suited for exposition or argument, but essentially con-
versational, and, in virtue of that very quality, expressly eschewing 
and almost ostentatiously abjuring the complicated fugue-solos of the 
generation of his youth."199 "The truth is," he admits a minute 
later, "the conversational tone excludes anything more than a hint 
200 
at elaborate rhythm." 
Lester l-1. Cameron's dissertation "A Study of Dryden's Prose 
Style" (1937) is fundamentally a rhetorical analysis modelled on 
Croll's work with the earlier seventeenth century. Cameron, \'lith a 
wise awareness of the dangers involved in the selection of repre-
sentative passages, sets Dryden's prose against a background of 
earlier seventeenth-century prose . He reaches· the conclusion that 
Dryden "came too late to be more than an heir of the Anti-Ciceronian 
movement, and he can scarcely be identified with the movement for a 
plain style, in spite of his temporary .affiliation tvith the Royal 
199(London, 1912), p. 229. 
200Page 231. 
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Society, his appointment to the society's committee for the improve-
ment of the language, and li.is avowal of stylistic discipleship to 
Tillotson, as reported by Congreve. He was too catholic in his tastes 
to be circumscribed by any limited set of ideals in writing."201 
Cameron is especially careful to distinguish Dryden's style from that 
of Tillotson. 202 He emphasizes the fact that Dryden's "modernity" 
rests to a great extent on his diction, which is much nearer that of 
our own day than "the more booldsh and experimental diction of the 
earlier part of the century," while he finds that Dryden has a rather 
noticeable penchant for figurative language in his prose, especially 
for figures taken from matters of government." 203 It is details like 
this that make his study a valuable addition to the scanty literature 
on Dryden's prose. 
Dryden's reputation as a critic, we have seen, has rested on a 
number of different interpretations, because his criticism is complex, 
diverse, at times inconsistent. As a result, Dryden's criticism has 
acted as a mirror in which . the various critics have seen their own 
image. Dr. Johnson finds Dryden "the writer who first taught us to 
20l(University of Wisconsin, 1937), p. 283. 
202page 284. 
203pages 284-285, 246. 
determine upon principles the merit of composition," George Saints-
bury sees him as the great impressionistic critic, and T. S. Eliot 
sees him as the poet-critic who does not transgress the proper 
boundaries of criticism. The major result of the emphasis on Dry-
den's critical appreciations has been a depreciation of his status 
as a theoretical critic, a trend which has largely contributed to 
the decline of Dryden's reputation as a critic early in the 
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twentieth century. Modern scholarship has made progress in destroy-
ing the most offensive and extreme positions in this interpretation, 
but the praise of Dryden by T. S. Eliot has been more important in 
establishing his modern status as a critic. Dryden's estimate of 
Sharkespeare, Chaucer, and to a less extent, Milton, is no small part 
of his fame, although his negative judgments on Shakespeare earned 
him mixed praise and blame in the period of bardolatrous Shakespeare 
criticism. His estimate of Donne and Cowley has earned him no status 
in the twentieth century. In all the periods under discussion he has 




As we have been in the foregoing chapters, there has occurred 
in the period between 1895 and 1956 a major revival of John Dryden. 
Behind this rehabilitation lie major changes in literary values 
and methods of criticism, which .has developed from a vague but 
occasionally fruitful impressionism to more sophisticated and 
methodological modes of intellectual activity, based on a closer 
attention to the text of the work itself than had previously been 
typical of the critical performance . Scholarly investigation as 
well has contributed to the reconsideration of Dryden, adding to 
our understanding of his life and times and in a few instances 
joining historical with explicatory criticism to provide a reading 
of a poem all but lost to moderns . 
Criticism of Dryden's poetry divides itself into two segments: 
that written prior to 1920 and that written since . A study of 
articles and books on Dryden written between James Russell Lowell's 
essay on Dryden in 1870 and minor items published in 1920 shows a 
persistence of views which derive from judgments of critics of the 
stature of Wordsworth and Arnold to the effect that Dryden was not 
really a great poet, if he was a poet at all. Dryden was typically 
- 565 -
. 566 
ranked in a second class of poets, partly because the status of satire 
was not on a par with other kinds of poetry . According to the negative 
tradition of the nineteenth century, Dryden's verse is "prosaic" or 
lacking in essentially "poetic" virtues, such as loftiness of tone and 
simplicity of diction, fresh and vivid imagery from nature, moral 
elevation of a positive or inspirational sort, impassioned utterance 
of the individual "soul" rather than merely of the "wits . " These 
are the views which survive right up to 1920 in most histories and 
handbooks of literature. 
A second aspect of the negative verdict of the nineteenth 
century is the result of the biographical approach to literature, for 
the image of Dryden perpetuated by Lord Macaulay has caused a number 
of Victorian critics to dismiss some of Dryden's occasional poems as 
"insincere"--that is, as documents in a tarnished biography . They 
have been considered as evidence of Dryden's "time-serving" or of 
his lack of political, religious, or intellectual principles . Fre-
quently associated with this sort of condemnation is an emphasis on 
the indecency of some of Dryden's poetry, plays, and translations . 
Nevertheless, in the late nineteenth century a new appreciation 
for the poetry of Dryden begins to emerge . One of its dominant 
characteristics is a sympathetic treatment of Dryden's political and 
religious changes, a characteristic which makes way for a more ob-
jective and original evaluation of his poetry . James Russell Lowell, 
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writing in 1870, George Saintsbury, in his 1881 life of Dryden, and 
A. W. Verrall in his 1914 Lectures on Dryden , to name the outstanding 
writers in Dryden's defense, all recognize, as did Sir Walter Scott 
earlier, the wish in Dryden's writings for absolute authority and re-
late it to his conversion to Roman Catholicism. These are the critics 
who reassert the importance of Dryden's poetry. Basic to their criti-
cism, ,.,hich is in the main appreciative, is a more receptive attitude 
toward satire, and a greater emphasis on the importance of the tech-
niques of versification . Dryden's mastery of meter and rhyme become 
the basis of the rise of his reputation in their hands as a "crafts-
man" in English verse . 
The appearance in 1920 of Mark Van Doren's book The Poetry of 
John Dryden and its favorable review the next year by T. S . Eliot 
signal a new era in Dryden studies. Van Doren and Eliot between 
them have made some of the main points in the rehabilitation of Dry-
den as a poet, and they have provoked a negative reaction that has 
both restricted the revival of Dryden and called attention to con-
troversial issues in Dryden criticism. Van Doren perpetuates the 
image of Dryden the craftsman, emphasizing his manner more than his 
matter and asserting the merit of Dryden's firmly controlled, 
subtly varied couplet verse . Mr . Eliot has turned Matthew Arnold's 
charge that Dryden's poetry is "prosaic" into praise, stressing the 
value to the tradition of English poetry of Dryden's return to the 
568 
diction, syntax, and rhythms of normal English speech. An emphasis on 
Dryden's refinement of his technique and the artistry with which he 
adapts his couplets to diverse poetical uses is central to the favorable 
criticism of Dryden's poetry since 1920 as well as that prior to that 
date; both general and special studies contribute to the development 
of this idea in Dryden criticism. Dryden's satires, especially, have 
risen in reputation as a result of investigations of the techniques of 
Dryden's art. MacFlecknoe and, even more, Absalom and Achitophel, have 
received considerable attention from modern critics with their various 
sorts of close readings . Scholarly investigation, as well, makes its 
contribution to the rescue of Dryden's poetry, particularly in the 
case of the occasional poems and the verse essays. The lyrical poems 
are not valued so highly now as they were a century agap. 
Although a major advance in modern criticism has been the re-
nunciation of the autobiographical approach to poetry, we cannot 
assume that the rehabilitation of Dryden as a poet has gained nothing 
from the rehabilitation of Dryden as a man. If the period under con-
sideration has failed to produce an adequate biography of Dryden, it 
has accomplished a major reinterpretation of his character and motives. 
The main contributions in this connection have been made by Louis I. 
Bredvold, who has dealt the final blow to Macaulay's story t?at Dryden's 
pension payments flowed according to his religious position, and who 
has provided by an investigation of the traditions of skepticism an 
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interpretation of Dryden's political and religious changes in the di-
rection of a greater conservatism. The revised image of Dryden offers 
us a man of at least intellectual respectability, if not philosophical 
profundity . Bredvold's investigation of Dryden's "intellectual 
milieu" provides a corrective to the extremes of the stress on 
Dryden a verse craftsman that imply that he is exclusively con-
cerned h the means of expression . 
The evival of the poetry of John Dryden, however, has met with 
oppositio Mr. Eliot has focused attention on one of the main issues 
by making Dryden an agent in what he calls the "dissociation of 
sensibili y" in seventeenth-century poetry. The enthronement of 
Donne and the metaphysicals has perhaps contributed to a new acceptance 
of Dryden's racionative poetry and his vigorous, plain style, but it has 
not uted to a universal enthusiasm for the poet whom Van Doren 
and Eliot onsider the master ·of a poetry of statement. Modern 
criticism inds less suggestiveness, less ambiguity, and fewer levels 
of meaning in Dryden than it wishes in poetry. One or two excellent 
studies of Dryden's allusiveness and imagery qualify this negative 
verdict so ewhat, but by no means entirely . Dryden continues in 
a test of the critic's catholicity, although not 
so a test aa .. he v1as to readers fifty years ago. 
Dryde 's dramas do not form a very important part of his modern 
reputation. The revaluation of Restoration comedy by the "manner" 
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school of critics has resulted in some abatement of the severe nine-
teenth-century judgment of these plays on account of their indency and 
immorality. It has also called attention to Dryden's historical 
importance in the development of the comedy of manners, centering 
discussion on the scenes of witty raillery between gay young couples. 
But these traits are important mainly because they lead to the better 
comedies of Etherege or Congreve. The main judgment of Dryden's 
' 
comedies and tragicomedies is that they are the product of a mixture 
of discordant materials, concocted from a .reading of current public 
taste. Only Marriage a la Mode among his comedies has achieved any-
thing approaching critical acclaim. 
The heroic plays have been the subject of more study than the 
comedies, but they have frequently been dismissed as extravagant and 
absurd, or as a perversion of tragedy, or both. The most favorable 
criticism of these plays tends to view them ambivalently, finding 
them extravagant and at the same time dazzling, even splendid, in 
their rhetorical appeal. Few critics have cared to go beyond this 
superficial position. A new interest in these dramas in the twentieth 
century is marked chiefly by a scholarly concern with the question of 
the origins of the heroic play and the influences .behind its appear-
ance. There have been a number of attempts to define and characterize 
the type in various terms. But few writers have hazarded more than 
tentative and qualified defense of these plays. The later tragedies 
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have received even less attention and acclaim, while the dramatic operas 
have been all but ignored. 
All for Love is easily Dryden's best-known and most highly regarded 
play. In the Victorian era and shortly after it was generally com-
pared unfavorably with Shakespeare's Antony and Cleopatra. The 
bardolatrous critics centered their strictures on the inferiority of 
Dryden's characters, although they frequently made concessions to his 
more careful structure or to isolated passages of his poetry. A new 
appreciation, ho,vever, began early in the period under investigation, 
based mainly on an effort to consider All for Love apart from Shakes-
peare's drama on the same theme . Usually this appreciation rests on 
isolated passages of "splendid poetry" that the critic excerpts, 
assuming that the reader's response will be approximately the same 
as his own. Modern criticism, however, tends to reassert the 
superiority of Shakespeare's poetic drama, but does not deny poetic 
value in Dryden's play partly accruing from his study of Shakespeare. 
All for Love seems to stand at least as one of the greatest tragedies 
of the Restoration era. 
Dryden's four other dramatic adaptations have only damaged his 
reputation . His egregious "improvement" on Shakespeare's Tempest, 
done in collaboration with D'Avenant, his dramatic version of Milton's 
Paradise Lost , The State of Innocence , his adaptation with Lee of 
Oedipus, and his alteration of Shakespeare's Troilus and Cressida, 
have brought upon him some of the most severe criticism he has 
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received, and only the most trivial praise . 
Dryden's translations have not received a great deal of attention, 
but they have been subjected to some careful scrutiny. Often simply 
dismissed because of additions uncharacteristic of the originals, or 
because of the loss of certain virtues of · the originals, they have 
occasionally been defended on historical grounds in terms of Dryden's 
theory of translation and the state of seventeenth-century scholarship 
on his sources . Dryden's translations from Lucretius and Juverial have 
been warmly praised, while his translation of Virgil and his modern-
ization of Chaucer, though often criticised as unfaithful to part of 
the spirit of the original, have been ~eassessed and as a result re-
garded more highly than they were in the late nineteenth century . 
Dryden's reputation as a literary critic, it is interesting to 
note, has been rather high in both the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, but it seems to have reached a low point in the twentieth. 
T. S . Eliot, however, aided by a counter-trend in the scholarly dis-
cussion of Dryden's criticism, has done much. to repair the damage, 
restoring Dryden to his place as one of the great English critics. 
What is interesting about this course of affairs, hmvever, is that 
the reasons for Dryden's high critical status have been quite different 
in different periods. Dryden's literary criticism, with its diversity, 
complexity, and inconsistency, has frequently reflected the critical 
yalues of its major interpreters . Thus, Samuel Johnson called Dryden 
"the father of English criticism" because he was the first to criticize 
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upon principles, while George Saintsbury completely shifted the emphasis, 
minimizing Dryden's critical principles and praising him as a great 
impressionistic critic. The latter position led to an emphasis by 
scholars in the late nineteenth century and well into the twentieth on 
Dryden's critical inconsistency. More recent students have argued for 
a fundamental harmony of Dryden's views and methods, without denying 
that there are superficial changes of opinion. Mr. Eliot, however, 
has centered attention on Dryden as an ideal critic--a poet critic 
concerned with the problems of his craft who observes the limits of 
literary criticism. 
Dryden's recognition of the essential greatness of Shakespeare, 
Chaucer, and Milton have contributed to his reputation as a critic 
in all eras, although some of his more severe remarks on Shakespeare 
have incurred the wrath of bardolatrous critics. His repudiation of 
aohn Donne and the metaphysical tradition (mainly in connection with 
Abraham Cowley) has, on the other hand, damaged his twentieth-century 
reputation. In all periods of this investigation Dryden has been 
highly regarded as a master of a natural, conversational English prose 
style. 
A BIBLIOGRAPHY OF WORKS CONSULTED 
Listed below in alphabetical order are the works consulted in 
the preparation of this dissertation. The numbers which appear in 
the left margin correspond to the entry numbers assigned to parti-
cular worl's by Samuel H. Monk in his John Dryden: A List of Critical 
Studies Published from 1895 to 1948 (Minneapolis, 1950). For a 
discussion of this valuable tool and its limitations, see Chapter I 
of the present study. 
I have included the asterisk with the numbers of items so 
marked by Professor Honk. Reviews are entered according to the sur-
name of the reviewer, but in the case of a review of an item included 
in Honk's list, I have entered the number of the title being reviewed, 
following by the notation E' indicating that it is a review. Similar-
ly, I have added the notation~ to the number of an item that is 
listed inaccurately in Honk's bibliography. I have used the corres-
ponding number for an unpublished dissertation which Monk has assigned 
to its published abstract, in the case of the few dissertation abstracts 
included in the published bibliography. Since microfilming represents 
a form of publication, I have included the publication numbers assigned 
to dissertations which have been processed by University Microfilms of 
- 574 -
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Ann Arbor, Michigan. 
It has seemed impracticable for me to follow Professor Monk's 
plan of organization of entries into eleven categories, and equally 
unwise to use a different system of numbering from his, since his 
list is the standard work of reference, and since it is not yet very 
much out of date. The absence of a number in the left margin of the 
following list, then, is an indication that the item is an addition 
to Monk's bibliography, either because he omitted or overlooked it, 
or because it has appeared since 1948. I hope by this means to 
provide a useful supplementary handlist for Dryden scholars. 
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THE REPU~TION OF JOHN DRYDEN, 1895-1956 
by Donald L. Young 
(Abstract of the Dissertation) 
This dissertation is a study of the modern reputation of John 
Dryden, based mainly on an analysis of books and articles appearing 
between 1895 and 1956, with frequent reference to the previous tra-
ditions of opinion. 
Criticism of Dryden's poetry divides into two segments; that 
written before 1920 and that written since. The nineteenth century 
generally dismissed Dryden as an inferior poet, or hardly a poet at 
all. One aspect of the negative tradition concerns the treatment 
of certain poems as "insincere" because they reflect Dryden's 
"time-serving" changes in politics and religion. Yet, an appre-
ciation of Dryden's poetry, based partly on a more sympathetic view 
of Dryden's changes in politics and religion and partly on a new 
receptivity to satiric poetry and a new interest in the techniques 
of versification, appeared in the late nineteenth century and the 
early twentieth. 
Mark Van Doren's study of Dryden's poetry in 1920 and T. S. 
Eliot's review of that study in 1921 mark the beginning of the 
modern revival of Dryden. Van Doren pictures Dryden as a literary 
"craftsman," improving his couplet and adapting it to new uses. Eliot 
has stressed as well the importance of Dryden in restoring poetry 
nearer to the norms of English speech. Subsequent scholarship and 
criticism have validated these views in detail. Modern criticism 
has especially contributed to a rise in the reputation of Dryden's 
satires. There have been some significant objections to the revival 
of Dryden's poetry. 
Modern scholarship has rehabilitated the moral and intellectual 
character of Dryden. Louis I. Bredvold, through a study of the 
traditions of skepticism, has interpreted Dryden's political and 
religious changes in the direction of a greater conservatism. He 
and others have restored Dryden to a place of intellectual respect-
ability, thus destroying the extreme interpretation of Dryden as 
concerned exclusively with the means of expression. Other advances 
have been made in biographical studies, but no adequate biography 
has appeared since 1881. 
Dryden's dramas contribute little to his reputation. The 
comedies have been considered important to the development of the 
comedy of manners, but they have continued to be rejected, less on 
account of indecency and immorality than the fact that they are 
considered a mixture of discordant elements selected according to 
the popular taste of the moment. The heroic plays have received 
more attention, but seldom more than a mixture of blame and quali-
fied praise. The critical tradition has, on the whole, not 
abandoned its main emphasis on their extravagance and absurdity. 
All for Love is easily Dryden's best-known and most highly regarded 
play. Although frequently under the shadow of Shakespeare's Antony 
and Cleopatra, it has been praised in recent times as one of the 
greatest tragedies of the Restoration, informed by Dryden's interest 
in Shakespeare, although not as rich poetically as its original. 
Dryden's four other dramatic adaptations have continued to be almost 
universally condemned. 
Dryden's reputation as a critic has reflected the diversity of 
his criticism, Dr. Johnson seeing him as the first to criticize from 
principles, Saintsbury considering him the first great impr,essionistic 
critic, and Mr. Eliot seeing him as the poet-critic who knows the 
proper boundaries of literary criticism. The emphasis on Dryden 
as an appreciative critic in the late nineteenth century and early 
twentieth has led to a decline in his reputation as a critic as a 
result of subsequent attacks on the inconsistency of his critical 
theory. Modern scholarship has corrected the extreme forms of this 
position, thus, with the aid of Mr. Eliot, restoring Dryden to his 
place among the great critics. Dryden's reputation has been 
supported by his recognition of the greatness of Shakespeare, Chaucer, 
and Milton, but in the twentieth century his repudiation of the 
metaphysical poets has damaged his position somewhat. In all 
periods, however, he has been praised as a master of English prose. 
